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1 
Decani Monastery is built on 
the west edge of Metohija, in 
medieval parish of Zatrnava. Its 
church, dedicated to Christ the 
Pantocrator, on the external side 
has rows of white and pink mar
ble, which made great impres
sion on all the painters and writ
ers who painted or wrote about 
the Decani church. 

2 
The first and the main founder 
of the monastery was King Ste
fan Uros III, named Decanski 
after his famous endowment. 
He is painted in several places 
in it, while this portrait of his 
is located next to the iconosta
sis: the King offers the church 
to Christ and asks Him to be 
merciful to him and to his son, 
King Stefan Dusan. 



HISTORY 

At the foot of the Koprivnik and Prokletije 
Mountains, at a place called Decani, King 
Stefan Uros III chose a plateau on the 

right bank of the Bistrica River, in a place pre
viously chosen and blessed by St. Sava, to estab
lish a monastery on it with a church as his buri
al place dedicated to Christ the Pantocrator ( the 
Ascension of Christ). King's biographer, Grigori
je Camblak described its impressive surround
ings with the following words: (King Stefan) ad
miring the beautiful place, lying on the highest 
positions, adorned with every type of tree, for it 
is a place lush and fertile, but also flat and grassy, 
and the sweetest waters flow there from every di
rection, and abundant natural springs surface 
there and it is watered by a crystal clear river. .. 

King Stefan Uros III ( of Decani), in the solemn 
declaration of the Founding Charter of Decani 
Monastery, said first that he was in good re
lations with his father King Milutin, until evil 
nobility brought about conflict between them, 
so his father blinded him and sent to Con
stantinople to Emperor Andronicus; however, 
God, took pity on him, regained his eyesight 
and raised to the throne of the Serbian Lands. 
Thinking about the inevitable end of life, but 
having in mind the examples of his ancestors, 
the King decided to build a monastery for his 
eternal rest. Ten years later, Danilo's student ex-
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lO DECANI MONASTERY 

3 
King Stefan of Decani issued 
the Founding Charter in the 
form of a scroll to the monas
tery in 1330, during its building. 
First, he wrote about his miser
able life, thanked God for tak
ing him to the throne, described 
the beginning of the monastery 
construction, and then he list
ed the parts of the huge estate 
which He gave him. 

4 
The King issued the Second 
Charter to the monastery in the 
form of a book in 1331. It has 
not been preserved, but was pub
lished in the 19'h century, and 
then its first page was copied. 

5 
King Stefan Dusan issued the 
Third Chrysobull to Decani be
tween 1343 and 1345, thus sig
nificantly increasing the mon
astery estate. 
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panded the description of the building of Decani Monastery from the Charter by 
adding many details into Stefan's hagiography. The King summoned the council of 
his closest associates with Archbishop Danilo II and his son, young King Dusan at 
the head, and vowed before an icon to raise a church dedicated to Christ the Pan -
tocrator, while the Archbishop blessed and the council approved it. It was decid
ed to raise the monastery at a place called Decani in the parish of Zatrnava on the 
Bistrica River, about twenty kilometers south of Pee, the very center of the Serbian 
Empire of that time, a place which St. Sava had already marked before, but had not 
managed to raise the church there. The King afterwards laid the cornerstone of his 
endowment in a ritual reserved for the establishment of a new church, after which 
its construction could begin. Stefan of Decani was undoubtedly the first founder 
of the monastery, probably from the beginning with his son Dusan, but Archbish
op Danilo, at least according to the writing of his student, had also some share in 
this, as well as one landowner whose portrait has been preserved in the narthex, 
while, after the death of Stefan, Emperor Stefan Dusan finished building the mon
astery. The first hegumen was Arsenije, who was probably chosen by King Stefan 
of Decani, and he was greatly responsible for the establishment of the monastery, 
its construction, decoration and the creation of a huge estate, which gave him the 
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12 DECANI MONASTERY 

6 
The Decani Monastery repre
sents a joint work of King Ste
fan of Decani and King and the 
Emperor Stefan Dusan: the fa
ther founded and began build
ing it, while the son finished 
and decorated it with frescoes. 
Therefore, the main founder's 
painting on the south wall of 
the naos shows two kings as 
founders holding the church 
and offering it to Christ. 

7 
This is how Grigorije Cam
blak described the Decani 
church: "Externally wondrous
ly composed of polished mar
ble, both red and white, fitted 
together so that it appears that 
the entire face of this church 
is one stone ... So miraculous
ly combined with skill that it 
is as though it has grown into 
one, thus appearing in unut
terable beauty, and great bless
ing shines on all who look at it", 
the Life of St. Stefan of Decani, 
Decani No 99, p. 82b-83a 
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right to be painted twice in the church and to be mentioned in the royal charters 
and the founder's inscriptions in the church. 

Intended as the burial place of its respectable founder, the monastery followed in 
size, appearance and wealth the foundations the Stefan's ancestors, but it consider
ably exceeded all of them. The King had already by the Founding Charter (1330) 
provided a huge estate to the monastery on the territory between the Komovi Moun
tains in the west and the Beli Drim River in the east, around Decani, in Plav and 
Altin region, with separate possessions in the region of Polimlje, Drenica, around 
Prizren and the Bojana River. The second issued and afterwards lost Chrysobull of 
Decani was a more comprehensive version of the Founding Charter; it was in the 
form of a book, drawn before Stefan's deposition (1331), and it had his signature. 
It contained the name of every person living in all the villages or summer-pasture 
mountain camps, from which it is evident that nearly 2,500 "houses" of farmers and 
cattlemen, with almost 6,600 adult males or 26,000 residents, were subordinated to 
Decani Monastery. Later on, between 1343 and 1345, King Dusan issued the third 
Chrysobull to Decani Monastery; it was the final form of the charter which com
prised all new possessions and changes that had since taken place in Decani estate. 
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8 
Below the representation of the 
Baptism on the south portal, the 
builder of the church, Fra Vita 
from Kotor carved an inscrip
tion about the completion of the 
church in Decani, in which he 
stated that he had been building 
the Church of Christ the Pan
tocrator for eight years for King 
Stefan Uros III and his son, "the 
eminent and all-great and all
glorious" King Stefan Dusan. 

HISTORY 15 



Shortly after the ceremony of laying the cornerstone, the construction of the 
church and monastic buildings around it began. Vita from Kotor, a member of 
the Franciscan order, was chosen for the main builder of the church, and he 
carved an inscription about his work in the south portal lintel. The inscription 
said that he had been building the church for eight years and ended it in 6843, 
which - by today's reckoning of time - is either 1334 or 1335, which means that 
its construction began in 1326/1327. The size of Decani Monastery, the colorful 
and precious stone of its facades, rich decoration and its artistic excellence left a 
deep impression on all who at least once saw it, and afterwards they left behind 
the words expressing their true admiration. Thus, in 1400 Grigorije Camblak was 
fascinated by the size of the church "which is inside so large and wide, and is so 
high that one's eyes get tired of watching it:' Some time later one chronicler would 
say that the church such as Decani Monastery was not to be seen anywhere else, 
and that its "beauty surpasses every thought:' Fra Vita dressed that highly praised 
piece of work in west attire, but its interior was completely carried out in the Or
thodox spirit. The church was dedicated to Christ the Pantocrator with the Feast 

16 DECANI MONASTERY 

9 
The elegant multi-colored fo;:ade 
was realized by alternating rows 
of two kinds of marble: pale yel
low onyx from Pee and reddish
purple breccia from Decani. 



10 
Above the west entrance of the 
church a majestic scene depicts 
Christ on His throne between 
two angels, while at the foot of 
the throne rest the figures of two 
lions. On both side of tympanum 
are protruding panels with the 
figures of a lion and a griffon. 

of the Ascension, while its individual parts were dedicated to the Virgin, St. Nich
olas, St. Demetrius and St. George. 

While Fra Vita with his stone-cutters of Kotor raised and adorned the church with 
the reliefs, other masters built the monastery buildings. Old writers, Danilo's stu
dent and Grigorije Camblak recorded that the monastery was surrounded by a wall, 
above the gate there was a tall tower, with the "famous" bells inside it, while the re
fectory was so harmonious and beautiful that it was a "wonderful sight", while large 
palaces were placed "in a single line': definitely by the monastery walls. Apart from 
the church, of these highly praised monastery buildings only the refectory, the en
trance gate with the ground floor of the demolished tower and quite a bit of sur
rounding walls have been preserved to these days; however, it is enough to under
stand the thrill of contemporaries by the original appearance of the monastery. All 
these buildings were built by protomaster Dorde and his brothers Dobroslav and 
Nikola. Seeing their effort in building the monastery refectory, tower and the rest in 
the city and around the church, King Stefan of Decani confirmed them village Ma
nastirac near Prizren which they had possessed since the time of King Milutin; but 
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11 
Above the entrance to the naos 
there is a painting of Christ the 
Pantocrator to whom the church 
is dedicated. From the open Gos
pel He promises salvation to all 
who enter the church, and with 
his right hand blesses the found
ers of Decani, King Dusan (left) 
and Stefan of Decani (right). 
One cherub gives them scrolls, 
the symbols of wisdom and roy
al power. 

12 
One of two founder's inscrip
tions on the frescoes is inscribed 
above the entrance on the west 
wall of the naos. It glorifies two 
rulers and founders, Stefan of 
Decani and Emperor Dusan, the 
year 1347/1348 and indiction 11 
are written, while the first hegu
men Arsenije is in the end men
tioned, that is all those who took 
care of this holy place. 

they liked Decani Monastery so much, that they attached the village to the monas
tery estate. Since the second Chrysobull with the list of the works of protomaster 
Dorde and his brothers was issued before August 1331, it is obvious that until that 
time the refectory, tower and the city around it were completely or mostly finished. 

However, that was not the case with the church. Overthrown and soon after 
executed (1331), Stefan of Decani did not live to see it completed. The new King 
Stefan Dusan took over the care of his father's endowment and of its completion. In 
addition to the completion of construction works and equipping the church with 
stone and other necessary furniture, the church had to be painted with frescoes. 
Several groups of painters, from the country or abroad, painted this great and 
high church with a few side chapels and five naves in the naos and three in the 
narthex. It can be rightly assumed that the painters worked in Decani Monastery 
long and at different times, but it is difficult to say when exactly the painting of the 
church began. This certainly did not happen before all construction and masonry 
works were completed in 1334/1335, and maybe even a year or two after. The oldest 
inscription mentioning hegumen Arsenije is from 1339/1340. However, since the 
inscription is located quite low on one beam, we believe that the frescoes in the 
upper parts of the church were painted at least two years earlier, in 1337 or 1338. 
According to the inscription in the narthex, it was painted in 1346/1347. And when 
the church was completely decorated with frescoes, in 1347 or in 1348, a solemn 
founder's inscription was written above the entrance on the west wall of the naos: 

"By God's will and with the help of the Holy Spirit in the Holy Trinity, this church 
of the Lord God Almighty was painted as the memorial of God enlightened and 
noble and holy and autocratic Kyr of All Serbian Lands and the Littoral, king Stefan 
Uros the Third - memory eternal, in the days of his son, a devout and blessed and 
glorious and the most holy Kyr, the first Emperor Stefan of all the Serbian and 
Greek Lands and the Littoral, and his son, King Stefan Uros in 6856, indiction 11. 
God save the first hegumen Arsenije as well, who took care of this holy place:' 

In the Founding Charter King Stefan of Decani wrote that he also bestowed to the 
monastery valuable books, crosses, icons and "every beauty in order to celebrate the 
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God's house;' which was afterwards listed in detail. When King signed this chrysobull 
after July 1330, the interior decoration of the temple could have been only planned, 
although it is possible that at the same time when the construction of church and 
the monastery began, some things mentioned in the Charter were instantly ordered. 
Many of these gifts are no longer in Decani Monastery, but the memory of them as 
the first founder's gifts continued to live in the monastery tradition. Apart from the 
church and the frescoes in it, a luxurious chandelier under the dome remained as 
a testimony of Dusan's efforts to finish the construction of his father's endowment. 
The first hegumen Arsenije was definitely responsible for the acquisition of the first 
books - whether by purchasing or by ordering them from notable scribes - of which 
only two have been preserved ( one of them seems to be written in Decani Monas
tery), and are now kept in the libraries in Belgrade and St Petersburg. 

It could be said that Decani Monastery at the time of its founding, building and 
decorating had already overcome the character of a royal funerary endowment: ma -
terial wealth, spiritual strength and efforts of the best artists that Serbian country 
had or that the founders could find in the second quarter of the 14th century were 
interwoven into it. Although it was the creation of its time and its ultimate expres
sion, Decani Monastery combined also all that had been most appreciated at that 
time and in the past centuries, all things constituting the essence of the national, 
state and spiritual life; all of that was expressed by first-class architectural forms 
and an unprecedented number of frescoes. 

The main motive for erecting Decani Monastery was the intention of its founder 
to build a sepulchral church for himself. However, since it was not completed at 
the time of the King's sudden death in November 1331, Stefan was buried in some 
other place, in a prepared grave in Decani, surmounted with a marble sarcopha
gus; his body was transferred later, after the completion of the church in 1334/1335. 

2 0 DECANI MONASTERY 

13 
Decani was built as a burying 
place for its founder, King Ste
fan Uros III. After the first mir
acles appeared at his grave, in 
1343 his body was exhumed and 
placed in a reliquary. His relics 
still lie in front of the iconos
tasis in the Decani church and 
help to all who come to him 
with faith. 



14 
The reliquary into which the rel
ics of St. Stefan of Decani were 
interred after having been tak
en out of the ground has been 
preserved. It looks like a coffin 
with sloping sides and a lid, with 
carved and painted imaginative 
geometric ornaments, and floral 
and zoomorphic motifs. The rel 
iquary represents an extraordi
nary work of applied art. 

Soon afterwards, miracles started occurring at his grave, and in 1343 the grave was 
opened in the presence of the Synod. Stefan's relics were found whole and sweet 
scented, and were taken from the ground and placed in a decorated reliquary be
fore the iconostasis. From that moment Stefan of Decani began to be named holy, 
becoming the patron of the monastery, and his fame as a king-martyr started to 
spread, reaching distant Russia in the 16th century. The writing of the necessary li
turgical texts to the new saint marked a very important stage in the development of 
Stefan's cult; around 1400 Grigorije Camblak, a monk, presbyter and former hegu
men of Decani, as he described himself in the extensive hagiography, compiled to 
the King a service, and an extensive and synaxarion hagiography. He described Ste
fan as a king-martyr, forbearing sufferer and a victim of human malice and envy, 
and narrated the events related to the recovery of Stefan's sight by St. Nicholas, and 
wrote about many miracles of the Holy King. 

The first miracle of St. Stefan was, not by accident, about the recovery of sight to 
some man immediately after the laying of his relics in the reliquary. His other mir
acles happened in the surrounding of Decani Monastery and the time of their oc
currence can be determined quite reliably - the punishment of wanton leader Ivoj 
befell at the time of Empress Helena (probably in the 1360-s), a miracle with some 
Junac, who was in charge of keeping the monastery, happened probably during the 
conflict between the Lazarevic dynasty and Vuk Brankovic. These events definite
ly occurred in the second half of the 14th century, at the time of crisis of the cen -
tral government and changes of regional rulers. Decani Monastery experienced the 
consequences of the battle of Kosovo (1389) in two ways: the Turks - as Princess 
Milica (nun Evgenija) in the Charter of the monastery from 1397 stated - burned 
and destroyed a lot in the monastery and on its estate, and those who ruled then 
contributed to its further destruction. Therefore, the widow of Prince Lazar, nun 
Evgenija with the sons Stefan and Vuk became the new patron of Decani Monastery, 
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regaining some possessions to the monastery and giving it some new, while in the 
church, among other things, she renewed the lavish chandelier. Thanks to this care 
of the family members of Prince Lazar, and, it seems also, to the protection of Des
pot Durad Brankovic, Decani Monastery did not suffer a lot from the first Turkish 
invasion of central Serbian lands. The monastery finally came under the control of 
the Turks in 1455, and remained under it until the beginning of the 20th century. 
However, immediately after the first fall of the Despotate in 1439, the monks man
aged to secure significant privileges arising from the right of the Decani hegumen 
to breed falcons for the sultan's palace, for which he, as an imperial falconer, was 
acquitted of some taxes that the Turkish tax system envisaged. The monastery, of 
course, lost its huge estate, except for the land, forests, orchards and vineyards in 
the immediate vicinity, for which in 1485 it paid taxes a bit over a thousand ak<;:es. 
According to the ferman of Sultan Bayazid II from 1506, Ottoman feudal lords were 
forbidden to claim from the monastery the taxes for using meadows and forests as 
a special Resm-i <;:ift (tax on farmland). In 1565 a judicial decision was issued to 
the monks concerning the estates in Bivolak, about which the monastery would for 
centuries argue with the peasants from the surrounding villages. The Turkish cen -
suses from 1570/1571 and 1582 mentioned significant estates of Decani Monastery 
and separately the estates of a hegumen, and in the vicinity - probably in Belaja 
desert - there were nine more churches which, with Decani Monastery, constitut
ed one tax unit. At that period seventeen monks lived in the monastery, which was 
not a small number for that time. 
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15 
After the Battle of Kosovo, Decani 
experienced the first serious de
structions. Princess Milica (nun 
Evgenija) with her sons Stefan 
and Vuk restored the monastery 
in 1397, regained the lost proper
ties and donated new. All this was 
written in the Charter which was 
issued when the Lazarevic dynas
ty became the new patrons of the 
Decani brotherhood. 

16 
The cult of St. Stefan of Decani 
was created quite early, and in 
1400 hegumen Grigorije Cam
blak wrote hymns to him, while 
the cult experienced the culmi
nation in the 16th century. Then 
painter and poet Longin wrote 
the Akathist Hymn to the Holy 
King Stefan (1572/1573), and in 
1577 at his own expense he paint
ed his large hagiographic icon. 
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The monastery suffered diverse violence from the surrounding Turks, which is why 
Decani hegumens often had to go to Constantinople and seek protection of the 
sultan. Troubles got even more serious from the end of the 16th century due to the 
gradual changes among the population around the Monastery - Albanian immi
grants took monastery estates by force, cut the woods and vineyards, and caused 
other various kinds of damage, of which there are still many documents in the mon
astery archives. Dozens and hundreds of orders, rulings and judgments, from sul
tans' to kadis', numerous records in the books, and the testimonies of visitors show 
that such violence eventually multiplied and culminated in the 19th century. 

The defeat of the Austrian army in the war with the Turks in 1690, which instead 
of the expected liberation brought to the Serbs new destruction and emigration of 
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17-18 
On the icon Longin also paint
ed the construction of Decani 
(hegumen Arsenije and King Ste
fan are in the forefront) and the 
King's giving alms to the poor. 
The painter faithfully represented 
the Decani church as seen from 
the north side, and the builders 
carrying out final works. 

19 
Longin painted the icon of St. 
Stefan of Decani according to 
the hagiography written by Grig
orije Camblak, and he wrote on 
it the verses from Grigorije's Ser
vice, which can be seen on the 
presentation of St. Stefan's fu
neral service. The icon probably 
stood above the reliquary of the 
saint, and with it represented the 
cult unity. 

Christian population, mercilessly affected Decani Monastery as well. In the same 
year the monastery was attacked by Albanian Gashli Pasha; a little later some Ta
tar-Khan tried to turn the church into a mosque. In 1718 hegumen Danilo was at
tacked and beaten; three years later the monastery was fined by Ahmed Pasha, Ali 
Radie Osmanaga in 1703, and by other tyrants in 1721, 1735 and 1759; Mul Pla
va killed a monk in 1762, while the monastery was attacked and besieged by var
ious rebels and outlaws in 1768, 1776 and 1779. Therefore, hegumen Meletije and 
twelve hieromonks took an oath in 1720 that they would not leave the monastery, 
and later on, by signing their names in the Book of Vow, other Decani monks also 
bound themselves to that. While the monastic brotherhood in this century strug
gled to cope with armies, Turkish sipahis, Albanian bandits, and with the slow and 
ineffective state administration, Decani Monastery was also faced with the Roman 
Catholic proselytism, which grew stronger especially after the founding of the Con
gregation for the Propagation of the Faith in Rome in 1622. 
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Despite all these turbulences, the atmosphere in the monastery was completely 
different, beginning even from the third decade of the 14th century; the life in 
the monastery was marked by daily services according to the typicon, icon paint
ing, transcribing of books, and renovations of monastic buildings. Patriarch Pajsije 
particularly took care of the monastery, donating books, visiting it, and ordaining 
priests and deacons in it, which his first successors to the throne of Pee continued 
to do as well. In addition to church hierarchs, many other Christians helped Decani 
Monastery, especially Hajji Jovan, a priest from Janjevo. In 1613 he brought water to 
the monastery, planted vines, built one water mill in the church yard and another 
one on metoch Bivoljak, and gave to the monastery one manuscript of the Apostol. 

The monastery brotherhood endeavoured not only to preserve what the first found
ers had created, but also to do something on their own - at the time and in the way it 
was possible. It is known that in the mid-fifteenth century books were transcribed in 
the monastery and in its hermitages, and monk Grigorije was especially diligent about 
it. Nikandar and several more scribes in Belaja "desert" also copied books in the last 
decade of the 15th and early 16th centuries. It is known that hegumen Jevstratije par
ticularly endeavored to fill the monastery library with new and with some necessary 
books. At the end of the 16th century, in 1595 prohegumen Viktor commissioned 
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20 
The painter painted the new icon 
of the Repose of St. Stefan of 
Decani in the first years of the '"'' 
17th century did it according to 
Longin's icon. He enriched the 
painting with details, such as the 
representatives of aU social class-
es who mourn for the deceased 
King in front of the Decani 
church, while the angels raise to 
Heaven the King's soul. 

21 
Mostly because of the Holy 
King, the monastery has been 
pilgrims' favorite destination; 
their names and the names of 
other contributors from all Ser
bian lands were inscribed in 
special books and were men
tioned in liturgies. Dimitrije, a 
famous scribe and illuminator 
from Janjevo, in 1595 wrote a 
beautifully decorated Memori
al Book. 
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the writing of a new Memorial Book from famous scribe Dimitrije from Janjevo. In 
order to save them, the brotherhood of the monastery rebound old manuscripts, re
paired them, and supplemented with pages from printed books or with newly written 
pages - there are dozens of such books preserved in the monastery, and some book
binders from Decani signed their names in some of them, as scribe Jovan and hiero
monk Mina. The appearance of the first printed books was also welcomed in Decani 
Monastery - the books were not only bought, carefully stored and bound, but some 
Decani monks also directly participated in their printing. 

Icon painters came to Decani leaving their works here, some of whom we know by 
name. At least on three occasions (1572, 1577 and 1596) famous painter Longin 
worked in it and painted more choros, Menaion and main icons, and gave to the 
monastery a large hagiographic icon of St. Stefan of Decani. Two painters, Georgi
je and Kyr Kozma also stayed in Decani in 1619-1620, probably at the invitation of 
hegumen Diomidije; the painters, apart from many other icons, painted also the icon 
of St. John the Baptist, on which they signed their names. In the last decade of the 
16th century the monastic brotherhood decided to build a new altar screen in front 
of the old iconostasis - the main icons were painted by Longin, while a large carved 
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22 
In 1746 Decani got the first 
graphic image of the monastery 
in the spirit of Baroque aes
thetics. A year before, painter 
Georgije Stojanovic from Kar
lovci made a drawing, which 
was incised in the workshop 
of Adolf Miler in Vienna. This 
copper engraving is still kept in 
the monastery treasury. 

23-24 
The efforts of hegumens Hajji 
Danilo and Zaharija marked 
around 1800 the history of the 
monastery, and in 1812 Aleksije 
Lazovic painted their portraits 
in a manuscript book dedicat
ed to St. Stefan of Decani. 



cross was painted by other great painters in 1593/1594; Prizren Metropolitan Mihai
lo took care of its creation, and shared the cost with some other contributors. 

At the beginning of the 18th century Decani monks were forced to go around collect
ing alms, the so-called "pisanije" (a book with the names of donors), visiting with 
their most precious sanctities almost all the territory inhabited by Serbs. As a re
sult of this, not only money, printed books, and liturgical objects, but also educated 
people started to arrive from places across the Sava. Patriarch Arsenije IV and Jo
van Georgijevic were particularly responsible for the inclusion of the monastery into 
active courses of Serbian culture; until 1738 Jovan was a member of Decani broth
erhood and its Archimandrite, and afterwards the Bishop of Vrsac and the Metro
politan of Karlovci. It was due to his decision that painter Georgije Stojanovic came 
to Decani in 17 45, and made a drawing of the monastery, which in the following 
year was printed in many copies on a copper plate. Permanent attachment of Jovan 
Georgijevic to the monastery in which he had been tonsured was also evident in 
many gifts of the works of art created in new Baroque style. The beauty and history 
of Decani Monastery attracted educated people as well, and they managed to come 
to this remote area, which Metohija really was in the 18th century. Among them was 

"a lover of antiquity and a researcher of novelties" Vasilije Miroljub from Petrovar
adin and Archimandrite of Kovilj Jovan Rajic, the first Serbian historian. 
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Almost half a century of history of the monastery was marked by the tireless ef
forts of Danilo Pastrovic Kafanegra, at whose time Decani Monastery experienced 
one of its most brilliant periods. He came to the monastery in 17 68, from 1770 to 
1811 he was a hegumen, and then bearing the title of Archimandrite he handed 
over the administration to his disciple Zaharija, with whom he had previously vis
ited the Tomb of Christ in Jerusalem; he died at a ripe old age in 1820. Hajji Danilo 
improved the monastery in such a manner that he was considered its new founder 

- he had the church covered with lead plates, he renewed the monastery perimeter 
walls, improved the dining room, built new monastic cell and finally (1812-1818) 
ordered two new iconostasis for the church. His presence is still felt in Decani and 
in its treasury. With his successors Hajji Zaharija he had the Service and Akathist 
Hymn to St. Stefan of Decani transcribed in 1812, and he also commissioned Alek
sije Lazovic, who at that time painted icons on the new altar screens, to ornate it 
with paintings. Hajji Zaharija was a hegumen for less than a decade, since in 1819 
he was elected the Bishop of Raska and Prizren, but he still remained affectionate
ly attached to his monastery of which he wrote a lot, helped it financially, and in 
every way interceded for it; he was buried in Decani in 1830. 

There were many wars going on in the second quarter and in the middle of the 19th 

century, and repressive measures of the Turkish authorities towards the Christians 
were also felt in the Decani. Again, armies in their vicinity, which financially and ma
terially exhausted the monastery, changed; the surrounding Albanian oppressors be
came arrogant abusing the hospitality of the monastery, and the monks were forced 
to buy form them peace for the monastery. Decani monks, for example, had serious 
troubles in 1865 while erecting the external wall around the monastery although all 
the necessary permissions were provided; the Albanians who lived nearby did not 
like it, so the wall that they started building was demolished, one master was mur
dered, and the murderer had to be paid a thousand groschens to leave the monas
tery alone. They continued pillaging monastery properties, particularly from 1847 to 
1848, forcing the monks to travel again to Constantinople and seek protection there; 
not even ten sultan's orders in their favor were respected in that general anarchy that 
at that time prevailed. Decani monks were barely able to get to their estates in near
by Velika Hoca, as they needed a special permission and armed escort for every de
parture. However, even then twenty monks lived in the monastery. In 1834, at the 
time of hegumen Teofil, the permission was obtained for the reconstruction of north 
monastic quarters, and the contribution of Prince Milos Obrenovic of ten thousand 
groschens, intended for the restoration of the reliquary of St. Stefan of Decani, was 
spent for the construction works. Around 1840 hegumen Gerasim raised two mo
nastic quarters, hegumen Antim fifteen years later built premises above Hajji Danilo's 
monastic quarters. The church on the monastery metochs in Brezovica near Plav was 
also restored (1864). An aid from liberated Serbia began to arrive, so that the church 
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25-26 
Fermans of Sultans Bayazid II 
(1506) ad Suleiman I (1539). Hun
dreds of preserved orders, court 
verdicts of sultans and judges as 
well as many records in books 
and testimonies of the monastery 
visitors show that from year to 
year difficulties in which Decani 
monks lived in the muslim sur
rounding multiplied. 



was covered with lead with the monastery money and the contribution of Prince 
Aleksandar Karadordevic. The help came also from Russia, where the Decani epitrop 
Kirilo Andrejevic had been collecting alms for two years (1860-1861). 

Since the mid-nineteenth century the violence against the monastery got more in
tensive. After the Serbo-Turkish Wars (1876-1878) and the founding of the Alba
nian League in Prizren (1878), Decani was left to itself and began to deteriorate rap-
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idly. In these uncertain times the arrivals of pilgrims and their contributions were 
very rare, and the monks did not dare to go to collecting alms; the revenues from 
abandoned metochs declined, and robberies and murders of monks got more fre
quent. The monastery, however, still possessed properties, houses, shops, plots and 
vineyards in Velika Hoca, Pee, Skopje, Tetovo, Gnjilane, Nis, Leskovac, Vranje, So
fia and Gorioc - they all were former Decani metochs acquired by legacies or pur
chase, mostly in the 18th and 19th century. 

Because of huge debts, Decani Monastery found itself under a real two year-long 
Albanian siege (1901-1902), and a Turkish garrison of about twenty soldiers was 
housed inside the monastery with the task of protecting it. In order to improve the 
situation, in 1903 it was decided to hand over the monastery to Russian monks 
from Chilandar monastic cell of St. John Chrysostom on Mount Athos. They stayed 
in Decani until the beginning of 1916, but their stay did not solve the pressing 
problems; it even caused a storm of protest of the people, and a disorder of the 
state relations between Serbia and Russia. 

Shortly after the declaration of war by the Balkan allies on the Ottoman Empire, 
on November 20 1912 the Montenegrin army released Decani Monastery. For only 
three years the monastery was a part of the Kingdom of Montenegro, which was in-
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27 
1902. Decani Monastery found 
itself under Albanian siege and 
a Turkish garrison of about 
twenty soldiers was housed in
side the Monastery with the task 
of protecting it. 

28 
Decani Monastery has become 
available for researchers much 
later. The facts about its beauti
ful church, abundance of well
preserved frescoes, and the rich 
treasury were for a long time 
known only from some rare ar
ticles, travel books and some oc
casional published photos. This 
one shows the appearance of the 
monastery in the 1930s. 

sufficient to improve significantly the state in the monastery, while the beginning of 
the First World War caused new and painful wounds to Decani. In the fall of 1915, 
after the collapse of the Serbian and Montenegrin defense, the Albanians attacked 
the monastery, plundered it and killed the remaining soldiers. They were stopped by 
the occupying Bulgarian army, which remained there for only three days, and res
cued refugee women and children, but also plundered all it could. Fortunately, the 
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29 
Decani Monastery has existed 
for almost seven hundred years, 
and monks did not leave it even 
in the most turbulent times. 
Even now there are about thirty 
distinguished monks with hegu
men Sava at the head living in 
the monastery. They maintain 
the monastery in perfect order, 
live entirely by the rules of the 
typicon, and continuously serve 
the Divine Liturgy. 

crypt with the treasury was not found. Bulgarians were succeeded by Austro-Hun -
garian soldiers, who remained in the monastery until the end of the war. In Janu
ary 1916 Decani monks were interned in a camp in Hungary- since then until 1918 
there were no monks in the monastery, and the liturgy was not served. It was the 
first and only time in the history that Decani Monastery was closed and abandoned. 

Freedom was brought to Decani again by Serbian military leader Kosta Pecanac and 
his volunteer guard on October 12, 1918. The monastery began to recover most
ly thanks to the efforts of very energetic hegumen Leontije Ninkovic - he put the 
monastery building in order, regained land and forests through the courts, secured 
the sponsorship of King Aleksandar, and published several booklets about Decani. 
In 1933 a Monastic school began work at Decani. The progress was interrupted by 
the Second World War - on the first day of Easter, April 20, 1941 the German army 
entered Decani. Only five monks and some exiled people remained in the monas
tery, and Albanians immediately took its land except for one orchard and a garden. 
Fortunately, the monastery was not plundered, since the Germans set up a platoon 
of soldiers to guard it. They were replaced by Italian soldiers, first by four of them, 
and then by the whole battalion. 

After the Second World War the Monastery, beside old problems, faced many new 
challenges. At the end of 1946 Communist authorities occupied all monastery build
ings except four monastic, cells, a kitchen, a dining room and a lounge. In the agrar
ian reform of 1946 700 hectares of the monastery land were confiscated and the 
monks were left with only 15 hectares of fertile land. Despite these hardships, the 
monastery was never abandoned by monks. In 1992 a young and educated brother
hood with a new Abbot (now Bishop Teodosije) rejuvenated the old brotherhood of 
a few monks. 

The NATO intervention on Serbia and Montenegro from March until June 1999 was 
followed by by an exodus of 200.000 Serbs. They fled under the terror of Kosovo Al
banian extremists and had to leave their homes which were later looted and burned. 
Some monasteries were abandoned, churches were set on fire, while many elder
ly or those who wanted to stay despite the danger were abducted and killed by the 
KLA. Decani Monastery found itself isolated in a hostile ethnic Albanian surround
ing and was immediately placed under KFOR protection which continues to the pres
ent day. But the monks would not be intimidated. Opposite to all expectations sever
al new monastic candidates arrived in those years and the brotherhood became one 
of the most numerous monastic community of the Serbian Orthodox Church. The 
Holy Liturgy continues to be served every day as the monks full of enthusiasm re
main faithful to the covenant of the founder and the patron-saint of the Monastery 

- St. Stefan of Decani. 
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30 
From the 14th to 17th century in
tensive ascetic life of monks from 
Decani took place in the cliffs 
around the Decanska Bistrica, 
north-west of the monastery. Sev
eral monks headed with an elder 
lived in monastic cells and sketes. 
Among them the most famous 
were the sketes in Belaja, the skete 
of the Three Holy Hierarchs and 
St. Nicholas' Kellion. 

31 
The hermitages were located in 
inaccessible places suitable for 
spiritual improvement. Residen
tial and defensive structures and 
churches were located next to the 
rocks or in caves adapted for reli
gious purposes. The largest num
ber of the Decani manuscripts 
was written in these hermitages. 



DECANI HERMITAGES 

The earliest written record of the existence of 
hermitages near Decani was noted by Bish
op Marko of Pee in the Life of Patriarch 

Jefrem, referring to the fact that this famous 
hermit came from Bulgaria to Serbian ground 

"in Decani Monastery and settled in a desert" 
where he spent many years. The fact from the 
Life can be fairly accurately set between 1347 
and 1354. It is assumed that this "Decani desert" 
was a well known hermitage in Belaja, where Je
frem found two experienced monks, which sug
gests that the hermitage not only existed about 
1350, but had probably been set up much earli
er, at the time of the construction of the mon
astery (1327-35). Belaja hermitage was pre
sumably the oldest one in the upper flow of the 
river Bistrica, and later their number increased 
to about a dozen. 

The life in hermitages was at its peak in the 
15th and 16th centuries. The sources name them 
variously, although, in fact, they were cells and 
sketes of Decani Monastery. Their ties with the 
mother monastery remain quite unknown; by 
analogy with other cells, it is assumed that they 
were autonomous to a great extent, although 
their connection with the mother monastery 
was never interrupted, and they remained its 
integral part. The autonomy of cells is most viv
id in their economic independence, since they 
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owned land and other property, acquired either by purchase or otherwise. It is 
known, for example, that elder Nestor from Belaja cell bought a meadow above 
village Glodane, and then he sold one-third of the meadow in 1565 to some Raic. 
The Turkish census of 1570/1571 noted that monk Metodije from St. Nicholas' Kel
lion possessed three water mills and a rolling mill, and three more water mills were 
owned by monks from Belaja. The monastery, however, with the surrounding cells 
constituted a single entity taxpayer, which can be seen from the census of 1570/1571 
and 1582. The ferman (edict) of Sultan Selim II of 1572 states that all these monas
tic cells - or "monasteries", as he calls them - belonged to a sipahi, which means 
that they were all located on one separate area. Some of the inhabitants of the 
hermitages were prominent and the most educated monks in Decani, like Avram, 
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R__ 
The skete of the Three Holy Hi
erarchs is also called the Pyr
gos, while recently also the Holy 
King. It is well known from the 
written sources, and there are 
enough of its remnants. Its dis
tinctive mark was its pyrgos, 
which could be seen from the 
distance. It was built of crushed 
stone and had several floors, and 
was entered from a high escarp. 

JJ_ 
Thanks to the well-researched 
remains, it is possible to con
ceive the former appearance of 
the skete of the Three Holy Hier
archs. It was built on a low plateau, 
and had a small church decorat
ed with frescoes, a tall pyrgos and 
a residential building with an up
per story made of wood. 
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Spiridon and Jefrem in Belaja in the 14th century; the latter one was later a Serbian 
patriarch on two occasions. In the Church of the Three Holy Hierarchs, the skete 
also known as Pyrgos, scribe Grigorij e around the middle of the 15th century wrote 
and decorated a series of manuscripts, including the texts which had a decisive role 
in the veneration of St. Stefan of Decani. Some time later famous Nikandar tran
scribed books in Belaja. It was not only the transcription that was flourishing in the 
hermitages - the monks at the Church of the Three Hierarchs taught children liter
acy, with decent compensation in money or in kind. Around the middle of the 16th 

century, elder Nestor from Belaja especially stood out; he was a good financial ad
ministrator (oikonomos), contributor of a large cross which is now kept in Decani 
church, and most responsible for raising and painting of the Church of the Holy 
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34 
The most famous and oldest 
Decani hermitage is Belaja, with 
the cave church of the Assump
tion of the Virgin. There are con
siderable remnants of interest
ing frescoes which date from the 
middle of the 14th and from the 
15th century. The Annunciation 
with Archangel Gabriel (detail) 
and the Virgin belong to the old
er layer of frescoes in Belaja. 

Trinity in Decani metoch Brezovica near Plav in 1567. The fact that some of them 
were elected hegumens testifies also to the reputation of hesychasts, such was, for 
example, Metodije from St. Nicholas' Kellion in 1575. 

Usually a few monks lived in cells and sketes. Ottoman records note that Belaja 
had three monks, Dusit's (probably the skete of the Three Holy Hierarchs) two, St. 
Nicholas' Kellion two, another St. Nicholas' four, St. George's Kellion one, the Virgin 
(the Most Pure) three, Morava three, while in Pridvorac in 1570/1571 there were 
no monks. At the same time in the monastery itself there were seventeen monks. 
At the head of those small monastic communities there was usually an elder, the 
superior of a cell. 

The largest number of hermitages were located along the river Bistrica, in the re
gion today called Celije, and the most remote cell was Belaja, below today's village 
of the same name, about five kilometers away from the monastery. It was located in 
a cave with the Church of the Dormition of the Virgin, in which there are still very 
interesting, but also quite damaged frescoes, created on two occasions - about the 
middle of the 14th and the middle of the 15th century. It seems that the other her
mitages, or at least some of them, were also connected with caves. Most of them 
had their own small churches, built, or by the shape and size adapted to the natu
ral hollows in the rock, in which daily services were held. The churches were sure
ly supplied with icons, books, garments, and church vessels. It was noted, for exam
ple, that the skete of the Three Holy Hierarchs had thirty-seven books, a number 
of vestments and a chalice. Belaja must have had a lot of books as well, because it 
was famous for good scribes. 

The life in hermitages probably died out in the late 17th or early 18th century. In un
certain times which followed, kelliotai withdrew to the monastery bringing with 
them books, icons and other valuables which have still been kept in the Decani 
church, library or treasury. That these hermitages had long been abandoned is also 
evident from the fact that until these days the dedications of their churches have 
mostly been forgotten, even the names of cells, and that the historical memory 
about them was in time replaced by legends. Their remains were left to the ravages 
of time, so that the only testimony of the former intense monastic life in the Decani 
hermitages are the remains of their pyrgoi, administrative and residential buildings, 
and churches, lost in the cliffs and ancient forests above Decani Monastery. 

DECANI HERMITAGES 41 



35 
The original spatial structure of 
the monastery settlement has 
survived until present days. It 
has almost circular basis bound
ed by the walls, and inside it 
there are monastic cells and oth
er buildings necessary for mo
nastic life. 

36 
During the time, some build
ings were built next to the mon
astery perimeter walls, as the 
ones along the south rampart, 
where the administrative build
ings have recently been built. 



THE MONASTERY SETTLEMENT 

A
ccording to the organization which the 
founder of the Nemanjic dynasty Stefan 
Nemanja adopted for Studenica, all Ser

bian medieval monasteries had central scheme 
of the basis, with the emphasized symbolism 
of the center, in which the main monastery 
church was placed. Therefore, in the Life of St. 
Athanasius the Athonite it is compared with the 
eye that looks from all directions. Such an ar
rangement was also applied at Decani. Around 
the centrally positioned church of the Ascen
sion of Christ, approximately in a circular ar
rangement, the monastic cells, economic and 
buildings for the other necessities of monastic 
life were built, all facing the inner area. 

The monastery was surrounded by strong ram -
parts which old writers called a castle (fortress). 
According to the testimony of Grigorije Cam
blak (15th century), next to the perimeter walls 
there were towers, which is indirectly known 
from the text of one Decani Charter mention
ing the guard keeping on the monastery for
tress. There are the remains of the medieval 
surrounding walls at the foot of the existing 
perimeter walls in several places, but the west 
part is better known since it has been discov
ered during recent archaeological excavations. 
The original west perimeter walls were early de
stroyed, and restored at the end of the 14th cen-
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tury, so that Grigorije Camblak saw the entire monastery walls. These monastery 
walls and towers were still often the target of invaders and plunderers, but, in spite 
of all this, they were maintained and upgraded until the major destructions which 
started in 1690 and got worse after the end of the Austro-Turkish war, which last
ed from 1737 to 1739. Then the surrounding defensive walls fell into ruins and re
mained in that state for more than a century. It was only shortly before 1817 that a 
tireless Archimandrite of Decani, Hajji Danilo built the castle anew. 

In the Middle Ages next to the perimeter walls there were buildings with cells and 
one palace erected for the founder of the monastery. They had the ground floor and 
the first floor. According to eyewitness Grigorije Camblak, arranged in a row they 
resembled bird nests. Of the existing surrounding buildings little has been preserved. 
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37 
The basis of monastery's settle
ment (1 the main church-cathol
icon; 2 refectory; 3 entrance tow
er; 4 the Residence ofLeontije; 5 
archimandrite's residence; 6 the 
Residence of Milos; 7 residence 
for monks - Prizren residence; 8 
monastery kitchen - madupnica; 
9 west necropolis) 

38 
Next to the main monastery 
yard there is a large administra
tive section in the west with mo
nastic quarters, a barn and the 
main monastery kitchen. 
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There is the ground floor of the entrance tower, and the remains of the medieval din
ing room were also preserved. It was being restored from 1965 to 1973, but the works 
lasted even during the end of the previous century. 

Although the entrance tower has not been fully preserved, its original appearance 
and purpose may be conceived, since it was described at the time it was still stand
ing. Thus, Grigorije Camblak testifies that it was high, and of the same height as 
the church pinnacle. This means that it was at least 25 meters high. There is also a 
document that well-sounding bells hung in it, while one writer afterwards claimed 
that it included a chapel dedicated to St. George. 

The ground floor of the tower, which base is in the form of an irregular square, has 
a wide entrance doors on the south side, and a spacious passage toward the inner 
place. It is divided with strong supports-pilasters in two parts. Both were vaulted with 
groin vaults, of which there are parts preserved next to the ledges. They rely on the 
preserved deep leaning arches and on a transverse arch, from which there are the re
maining parts next to the supports. The side walls are significantly thicker than the 
frontal and opposite inner wall. This fact is explained by the assumption that from 
the floor up there were stairs alternately in one and the other side wall, as in some 
preserved Bulgarian towers from the same period. The Decani tower, connected to 
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39 
The ground floor of the entrance 
tower is divided by strong rein
forcements into two parts. Both 
were roofed with groin vaults of 
which the remains have survived. 

40 
The present appearance of the ex
terior of the medieval refectory. 
Next to its west side, on the foun
dations of the old Prizren resi
dence, a new residence for monks 
was built. 



the perimeter walls with the side walls, was many times reconstructed, and the larg
er part of its external appearance is from one of the last stages. 

There is a small number of preserved bell towers, but on the basis of the known 
ones it is possible to conceive the former look of the Decani tower. The Decani en
trance tower must have been at least three more floors tall beside the 9 meter tall 
ground floor level. It rose continuously from the ground to the top floor, as some 
preserved towers, but if it had narrowings, then they were small. The first one might 
have been above the ground floor, and the second below the top floor, as on the 
bell towers in Studenica and Zica. 

The space on the first floor contained the side chapel of St. George. It was vaulted, 
and the floors in the upper part were separated by the wooden floor construction. 
The top floor with the bells was also vaulted by a masonry construction to enhance 
the sound of the bells. To the same end, there undoubtedly were spacious open win
dows on all four sides, which allowed the sound of bells to spread well. 

Such high bell towers had more purposes. Apart from the side chapel, dedicated to 
one of the protectors of the entrance, and the bells on the top floor which were lo
cated in them, their other parts also had some purpose. The Decani entrance tow-
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er, erected on the most prominent place, probably also had defensive purpose, and 
could have been occasionally used as the last retreat, but it also could have been a 
storage for valuables and the library, as it was in the Gracanica bell tower. One can
not exclude the possibility that some quarters in the tower were hermitages of the 
most prominent monks, because such was the case not only in remote Palestinian 
church centers but also in some monasteries of Mount Athos, like Chilandar. St. Sava 
abode in its pyrgos, and after him, for more than a year, the latter Archbishop Dani
lo II, which is why it is possible that such a purpose had been envisaged for the pyr
gos when the construction program for the high Decani entrance tower was planned. 

The most important building in the monastery besides the church is the refectory. 
It also stands out from other monastic buildings by its partial religious use as reg-
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41 
The only remains of the former 
synthronon are the hegumen's 
table and a seat in the center of 
the apse of the refectory. 

42 
The slab of the stone table that is 
kept in the naos of the catholicon; 
it might have originated from the 
original tables in the refectory. 



ulated by the monastery rule (typicon). Monks, led by a hegumen, went there after 
the liturgy in a certain order. Festive meals were organized there with chanting of 
psalms and reading of the lives of saints in calendar order of their celebration. At 
the beginning of each month the monastery typicon was also read in the Decani 
refectory. The most solemn part of the ritual during meals was the elevation of a 
panagiarion with a loaf-prosphora, with the stamped figure of the Virgin from the 
panagiarion, which was a commemorative ceremony dedicated to the Virgin. 

The refectory was always located close to the main church, on the west side, opposite 
its main entrance. Such was the case in Decani as well. It stood in a prominent place. 
Therefore, it was noticed, while still whole, by the first biographer of King Stefan of 
Decani, who, enchanted with its beauty, noted that it was wondrous to behold, while 

THE MONASTERY SETTLEMENT 49 



some time later Grigorije Camblak wrote down an important fact, i.e. that it was the 
biggest among the monastic buildings and that it was artistically shaped. It is one of 
the rare medieval buildings which builders are known. Its construction was entrust
ed to the protomaster Dorde and to his brothers Dobroslav and Nikola, as the found
er of the monastery, Stefan of Decani, noted in the Founding Charter. They built the 
entrance tower and the monastery walls, and it is reasonably assumed that they car
ried out the insides of the walls of the Decani catholicon. 

The refectory is an elongated rectangular construction, with a large apse at one 
of the shorter sides. It is now divided into three quarters, the middle one being 
madupnica (monastery kitchen), while it was a single unity once. This original spa
cious hall was festively decorated. It had a floor made of large properly carved stone 
slabs, the pieces of which were discovered, and on their basis the floor was restored. 
Its walls were decorated with frescoes, and by the walls there were stone tables, of 
which only the one for a hegumen with the throne in the center of the apse has 
been preserved. The parts of other tables were not found in the refectory, but one 
stone table, which is now in the nave of the church, is believed to have originally 
stood there. Auxiliary buildings of the refectory, the kitchen and the bakery were 
located against its west wall, as the recent archaeological excavations revealed. A 
modern kitchen with a storage room was built on their foundations. 

The side facades of the refectory are divided by shallow reinforcements-pilaster 
strips arranged at equal distances. They ended in blind arches in the upper zone. 
The blind arches have been faithfully restored, because there are enough remains 
preserved. The ledge of the arches is well established, as well as their overall height, 
but there was no data on how high the fayades were rising up above their tops, so 
the position of the final cornice is determined on the basis of the facts about the 
internal wooden upper structure. Its height could be determined, and it is also 
known that there was not a floor above it. To the side of the refectory towards the 
inner space of the monastery there was probably a porch, as in front of the build
ings with the same purpose in Studenica and Banjska. 

The Decani refectory is one of the largest buildings with this purpose in medieval Ser
bian monastery architecture and its measures exceed not only those in Raska, but also 
the Chilandar refectory intended for a large monastic brotherhood. According to cal
culations, there were eighteen stone tables in the Decani refectory, without the hegu
men's table, and about ten monks could sit at each table, so that over a hundred and 
fifty members of the brotherhood could dine in the refectory at once. The testimony 
of Grigorije Camblak from the 15th century that the refectory was the largest building 
confirms that it still existed and was not damaged in the first destructive onslaughts 
of the Turks, which were recorded by Princess Milica, i.e. nun Evgenija in 1397. The 
kitchen in front of the west side of the refectory was demolished first at unknown 
time, after which the refectory was adapted, and a new kitchen-madupnica was set in 
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43 
In the header of the Parusija of 
Hajji Danilo, written between 
1817 and 1819, the main monas
tery church is represented as a 
complete building. 

its center. The division of the spacious hall of the refectory at that time was certain
ly conditioned by the decreasing number of monks in the monastery. It was not re
corded when this adaptation was carried out, but there are grounds for assuming that 
it was done in the 16th century. The refectory remained in that state until the end of 
the 18th century, when it was damaged during a storm in 1796. According to the re
cords in Hajji Danilo's Parusija, written between 1817 and 1819, that he built a large 
refectory, we know that it was thoroughly renovated after that storm. Then the floor 
construction was built into it, two low halls were constructed on the ground floor, 
and one floor was built above them. Later, the large east hall on the ground floor was 
used as a kitchen, while monks used to dine in the hall upstairs. Due to the lack of 
space for the accommodation of monks, in the middle of the 19th century one more 
floor with cells was erected above the refectory. In the course of that renovation, the 
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exterior of the refectory was considerably changed. Instead of the original dissected 
facades, they became flat, while tall arched windows were replaced by small rectan
gular ones. In this way the refectory became similar to the buildings that surround
ed it to the east and west sides. 

From the documents about the monastery it is known that the life in it was very 
intense in the 16th century, when, as it is assumed, the refectory was adapted. At 
that time many artistic and scribal activities were thriving in Decani, for which 
there were adequate working facilities. For this purpose, one more separate build
ing was erected east of the main monastery church, which existed until the mid-
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44 
The copper engraving of Decani 
monastery, made according to the 
drawing of Georgije Stojanovic in 
1746. 

45 
The view on the monastery from 
the north at a time when there 
was the Prizren residence in the 
west, and a bell tower by the 

north side of the church. The pho
tograph is from 1930. 

eighteenth century. In that period, from the refectory extending to the east and west 
there were many buildings, which was recorded on an engraving from 1745. This 
engraving provides information on the content of the Decani architectural unit in 
the 17th and the first half of 18th centuries. It shows the entrance tower and the pe
rimeter walls as a whole, although the tower was demolished at that time, as well 
as a part of the surrounding walls; nevertheless, the representation of the nearby 
monastery buildings can be considered credible, since it shows their appearance 
and content that has been partly preserved to the present day. Therefore, on the 
basis of this engraving and archaeological discoveries it can be concluded that at 
the time of its creation the entrance into the monastery was on the west side, since 
the initial entrance was covered with the structure which had fallen from the en
trance tower. According to this testimony, we know that at the time of the creation 
of the engraving the refectory existed and that "madzernica" (the monastery kitch
en) had already been built into it, and that to the west there was another, but small, 
building with the same purpose, while from it to the south there was an inn and a 
hospital. Next to the refectory was a mill which was, according to some written re
cords, built in 1613. East of the refectory the engraving shows the archimandrite's 
residence with cells for priests and the royal palace. 

Judging from the following events, these buildings were already in very poor con
dition and tended to collapse, when in 1765 or 1766 Danilo Kafanegra came to the 
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46 
In the center of the monastery 
settlement, as the all-seeing eye, 
stands the Church of the Ascen
sion of Christ which dominates 
the entire monastery area. 





monastery as its hegumen. On the remains of the old hoegumenaria he built archi
mandrite's residence between 1786 and 1789. In addition to the ground floor, at that 
time it contained also the entire first and a part of the second floor, while hegumen 
Antim added the rest of the second floor in 1851. The former east part of the archi
mandrite's residence was pulled down, and from that place further to the east new 
monastic quarters were built in 1836; since the building was financially assisted by 
Prince Milos Obrenovic, it became known as the residence of Milos. While the mo
nastic quarters were built, a part of the veranda on the first floor of the archiman
drite's residence was walled, and that area was turned into a cell. 

Soon after that along the south perimeter wall, on the foundations of medieval cells, 
the building known as the residence of Leontije was built. According to the docu
ments hieromonk Derasim, the vicar of Decani, in the middle of the 19th century 
built two more, storey monastic quarters on the south side, thus it can be conclud
ed that one of them was that residence. Apart from the ground floor it also had 
the first floor, and, as shown in an old photograph from the early 20th century, in 
the east part there was a part of the second floor as well. The residence had large 
porches on the ground and on the upper floor. It was considerably altered during 
the time of hegumen Leontije in the second decade of the 20th century, which is 
why it got the name that it has now. Then the porch on the ground floor was walled 
forming thus a few more quarters. During the recent renovation the residence re
gained its original spatial organization. 
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47 
From the refectory to the east, one 
next to another, there is a huge ar
chimandrite's residence and be
side it the Residence of Milos. 

48 
The Residence of Milos, with 
its deep porch turned towards 
the church, contributes greatly 
to the beauty of the monastery 
buildings. 



The monastery complex was more coherent when there was the so-called Prizren 
residence, built between the refectory and the entrance tower. An old traveler saw it 
in the mid-nineteenth century, so that the construction of that residence is linked 
with the activities of Hajji Danilo and his building of the monastic quarters around 
the monastery, and is dated in the year 1831, but it is certain that it was completed 
during the time of his successor hegumen Teofil, who was recorded to have built 
the upper palace. The residence was built on the remains of older buildings and next 
to the extensive medieval rampart. As a part of it, a mill was built, the remains of 
which still exist, but the former west tower was pulled down, which, according to 
the engraving of Georgije Stojanovic, still existed in the middle of the 18th century. 
At the location of the Prizren residence, the edifice of the same purpose was built, 
repeating the size of its base and height. 

Thus, the monastery complex, surrounded by the tall buildings that formed the 
striking frame for the Church of the Ascension built in its center, looked like large 
monastic settlements, which by their appearance and content provided favorable 
conditions for the fulfillment of high moral obligation of the brotherhood, gath
ered in a monastic community based on the vow of chastity, renunciation, chant
ing, prayer, obedience and purity, according to the Blessed Symeon of Thessaloni
ca (14th to 15th century). 
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49 
The Romanesque portals and 
windows are the most prominent 
stylistic features of the Decani 
catholicon facades. 

50 
The main facade of the church 
is its front side. Therefore, its ar
chitectural composition is the 
most impressive. 



THE CHURCH OF CHRIST THE PANTOCRATOR 

Architecture and Sculpture 

L
ocated in the center of the monastic set
tlement, the Church of the Ascension of 
Christ dominates the whole area, not only 

due to its location but also due to its spacious 
and high corpus. It is a five-nave building with 
a tripartite altar space on the east side and a 
three-nave narthex on the west side. The side 
chapels are located in the north and south nave. 
The south one is dedicated to Saint Nicholas 
and the north one to St. Demetrius. 

Due to the needs of the Eastern Christian litur
gy, the altar area of the main monastery church 
is divided into three parts. Beside the central 
section, there is the prothesis to the north, sep
arated only by an arch in the upper zone, and 
the diaconicon is to the south. Between the di
aconicon and the central part there is a full wall, 
which also exists towards the naos, so that the 
diaconicon is connected with the central altar 
section only with the door. All the three sec
tions of the altar area have the apses to the 
east, which are semicircular inside and outside. 
In the main apse there is the former bishop's 
throne, which is surrounded by a stone bench 
for the priests (synthronon). In the middle of 
that central area there is the Holy Table, which 
dates from the time of the construction of the 
church. Side sections of the altar area had the 
regular purpose. The Office of Oblation took 
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51 
The Church of the Ascension of 
Christ dominates the monastery 
area primarily due to its grandi
ose architectural concept real
ized in the most precious stone 
polished to a shine. 

52 
The plan of the church basis with 
the view to the pavement made 
at the time of the construction of 
the church. 

place in the prothesis, and here church vessels were kept, so that the old writers 
used to call it sasudohranilnica (vessel keeper). In the diaconicon, with its ground 
and first floor, the monastery valuables were kept: prayer books, documents and 
vestments, which is why it is separated with a full wall from the rest of the church, 
as some kind of a treasury, and is considered a unique skeuophylakion. 

The three middle naves of the longitudinal body of the church are envisaged for the 
naos - the place for believers and monks. Each nave has two bays-departments, of 
which those in the middle nave are of the square base. Due to the adopted struc
ture of Raska churches, the dome was built above the east bay of the central nave 
of the naos. The bays are separated by strong, dissected piers. Their basis and ex -
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53 
The dominant feature of the archi

tectural composition is the dome, 
highly elevated above the cubic 
base above the steplike roofs of the 
lower part of the church. 

54 
Outside, the church looks like 
three basilicas in a row, the mid

dle one of which is the widest and 
the tallest. The cylindrical shapes 
of the apses significantly contrib
ute to its exterior articulation and 

make it very dynamic. 

tensions match the upper construction so that every extension corresponds to the 
arch in the upper zone. In the side naves by the side chapels there is in the middle 
a pier of a cruciform base, while between it and the end pilasters there is a single 
pillar. Apart from the base and the shaft of a pillar, they also contain capitals rich
ly decorated with floral and zoomorphic motifs. In a unique area of the naos, and 
surrounded by parapet slabs, there is a part corresponding to the side arms of the 
transept, i.e. to the choir places in older Raska churches. These slabs also separate 
side chapels from the naos. In the enclosed area there was the place for chanters, 
and for thrones, placed along the southwest and northwest piers on the side fac
ing the altar area. Among them, the ambo rosette is inset in the floor, which, apart 
from marking the main part of the naos, had a special liturgical purpose. With its 
twelve radially arranged fields marked by concentric circles, it, in the same way as 
the fac;:ade rosettes, symbolizes the cosmic cycles, the God of light and Christ the 
sun. The chandelier hangs over it, thus participating in the symbolism of that area. 
The west bay of the south nave of the naos was intended for the founder's grave, af-
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55 
Above the middle bay there is a 
highly elevated dome resting on 
the longitudinal and transverse 
arches and on the leaning arch
es in the upper zone. In this way, 
it is quite highly elevated, and its 
height to the top is 100 feet. 
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22..__ 
The interior of the church naos 
with three central naves ending 
in the altar rails on the east side 

57 
The reliquary with the relics of 
King Stefan ofDecani is set in the 
middle nave before the iconosta
sis. On the stone base there is a 
passage below it, which is used in 
paying tribute to his grave. 

ter the older Raska traditions, where by the south wall of the west bay of the church 
was the burial place of the founder of the dynasty Stefan Nemanja in Studenica. In 
Decani in the corresponding place there is the tomb of Stefan Uros the Third of 
Decani and of his wife Maria Palaiologina. In Decani they are in free area, not by 
the wall, as in older Raska churches. According to the oral tradition mentioning 
the high candles and oil lamps incessantly burning next to these burial places, they 
were venerated in Decani even after the transfer of the earthly remains of Stefan of 
Decani in the coffin before the altar partition. The memorial services to the found
er after all-night vigils also used to take place there. 

The side chapels, intended for minor liturgical services, have separate apses to the 
east. In the south chapel, in the middle of the apse, there is the altar table from the 
time of the construction of the church, while in the north chapel there is a pillar 
for the table from the same period, but it is located along the northwest corner of 
the sanctuary. That was necessary because of the wide passageway to the prothesis. 
The side chapels are divided into four bays, two of which correspond to one in the 
side nave of the naos. Their dedication reveals that the creator of the architectur
al program of the Decani church, Archbishop Danilo II, wishing to copy the im-
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58 
The wide alleys between the naos 
and chapels, with a pier of a cru
ciform base in the center, while 
on the side of it there are the pil
lars with the lavish capitals 

age of Mount Athas, had in mind the patrons of the side chapel of the catholicon of 
the Monastery of Vatopedi, thus he dedicated the side chapels in the endowment 
of Stefan of Decani to the same saints. 

With a large portal of the west wall the naos is connected to the narthex, three 
naves of which are divided with the pillars of the same set as the pillars in the naos. 
The narthex is open to the outdoors with large portals. The main one is in the mid
dle of the west wall, and the subsidiary ones are in the middle of the side parts. This 
part of the church had more purposes. Nikodim's typicon, adopted at the begin
ning of the 14th century, prescribed that memorial services for the dead - Panachida 
should be performed in the narthexes on the Sunday of the Prodigal Son, but they 
were also performed in the days of death of those buried in the Decani narthex, as 
well as of the monks whose remains were stored in a sarcophagus in the northeast 
part of the narthex. The aforementioned typicon envisaged performing some other 
rituals and services in the narthexes, including the blessing of water on the eve of 
the Epiphany, which was all carried out in the Decani narthex as well. 

Natural light in the Church of the Ascension of Christ is unevenly distributed. It is 
very bright in the morning in the altar area, when the sunlight penetrates through 
a wide three-light window into the center of the main apse, illuminating the Holy 
Table and all liturgical objects on it. The side altar areas are also well-lit with sin
gle-piece windows in the apex of their apses, and with slightly wider, also single
piece windows on their side walls. In the naos the strongest light is in the domed 
part. It comes through eight windows on the drum, but the light in the naos comes 
also through the side arcades from the chapels. The side chapels are also well lit, 
because there are single and two-light tall windows in each bay. There are enough 
windows on the narthex which provide good natural light. There are two windows 
on the each side wall, and on the front there is one two-light window on each side 
of the entrance portal, and above it there is one large trifora and one double win
dow in the highest zone. 

The complex scheme of the base of the Church of the Ascension of Christ has a 
very dissected upper construction. Its structural system is based on groin vaults re
inforced with almond-shaped ribs everywhere except in the domed and altar area. 
In the altar area there are longitudinal barrel vaults, with semicallotes above the 
apses, while above the dome a unique dome structure is constructed. It differs to 
some extent from the method of the dome construction of older Raska churches. 
In Decani the square dome area rises up to 16.7 meters where it expands, unlike 
in the older Raska churches where the span reduces. Only above this zone, in the 
third part, it is narrowed by shallow, leaning arches. Between them the pendentives 
are set, forming a circular support of the drum of the dome. Its span is 60 centime
ters larger than the circular cornice at the base. 
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59 
The constructive parts - pillars 
in the naos and narthex - with 
their lavish capitals, decorated 
with sculptures in Romanesque 
style, to a large extent contribute 
to the solemn appearance of the 
interior space. 

60 
The upper construction in the 
narthex is supported by four pil
lars of the same size and molding 
as of the pillars in the naos. Their 
shafts are octagonal in the hori
zontal cross-section. 

Great height to which the upper superstructure of the Decani main church is raised 
and the way it is vaulted contribute to the solemn appearance of its interior. The 
hierarchy of spatial forms is achieved by the height of some parts of the church. 
Thus, the space of the main nave of the naos has the highest altitude, in respect to 
which are set the positions of lower vaults in the side naves, the altar area and the 
narthex, while side chapels are of a minimum height, and are structured as sepa
rate volumes. The spatial atmosphere is also affected by the contracted basis of the 
Decani church. For, although with its three-nave corpus of the naos and the narthex 
it is connected with a basilica, it deviates from its longitudinality, since its space is 
not as elongated, but of a square scheme resembling thus the churches with central 
solutions inherent in the Byzantine sacral architecture. Following the same mod
els, the Decani space ends in the high apse with the Virgin Oranta (Wider than the 
Heavens) painted in its semicallote, while the dome dominates the interior and con
tains the representation of Christ the Pantocrator - the supreme God, the Emper
or of Heaven, as in the Byzantine church area. 

In the treatment of the interior, the influences of two stylistically different artistic 
trends could be observed. Thus, the carved decoration on the structural and sec-
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61 
The stone sarcophagus, intended 
for the tomb of the second found
er of Decani, is set on the pedes
tal against the north wall in the 
northwest part of the narthex, 
which represents a chapel dedi
cated to St. George. 

62 
In the south-east bay of the nar
thex there is a font for water 
consecrated on the feast of the 
Theophany. The image of the 
Baptism of Jesus Christ in the 
River Jordan in the tympanum 
of the south portal implies the 
purpose of this area. 





ondary parts of the churches is of Romanesque and Gothic style, while the program 
and style of the frescoes have Byzantine characteristics. The constructive elements 
of the interior space of the church consist of pillars in a row between the naos and 
side chapels, and in the narthex. The plinths of their bases are sculpturally treat
ed, with various zoomorphic and floral motifs carved on them. On the shafts, oc
tagonal in the horizontal cross-section, there are capitals with the abacus, of which 
those on the pillars between the naos and the side chapel are double zoned. They 
are covered wide acanthus leaves in the lower zone, while their carved decoration 
in the upper zone is different. On some capitals in the upper zone there are acan -
thus leaves, while some contain the protomes of lion, ox, birds and some fantastic 
animals. The tectonics of the capitals in the narthex significantly differs from them, 
apart from the fact that in each capital there is a different motif. The compositions 
of the same structure are carved on three capitals. One shows four griffins, the sec
ond one shows four lion figures, and the third one the birds with their wings down. 
They support the protruding corners of the abacus with their heads, while with the 
bodies they cover each side of the capital. The most complex is the motif on the 
capital of the northwest pillar, where the four apostles in full plastic rendering were 
chiseled onto the capital along with four large eagles with spread wings. 
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63 
The base of the pillar with zoo
morphic motifs at the corners of 
the plinth 

64 
The capitals on the columns in 
the naos are divided into two 
zones: the lower with wide acan
thus leaves, and the upper one 
with protomes of heads of vari
ous fantastic creatures in the cor
ners of final abacus-slab. 



The interior of the church to a large extent influenced its external articulation, 
but in some segments it deviates from the internal dissection. Thus, the middle 
and the side naves of the naos are placed under one gable roof, while in the other 
parts of the church, the external forms come out of the internal structure of the 
space. The church on the outside looks like three basilicas a in a row, of which 
the middle one is the widest and highest; however, the dome stands out, highly 
elevated on a prominent cubic base. The east and west facades are the most im
pressive. The west one, as the church front, is of the highest importance and is 
therefore carefully composed, while the east one, with its five vertical cylindrical 
shapes of the apses, is the most dynamic. All the facades are characterized by sec
ondary plasticity of the Romanesque style. They are divided with pillaster strips 
into fields in a certain rhythm, and end in friezes of blind arcades below the fi
nal roof cornices. The emphasis on them is placed on the portals and windows, 
which have rich sculptural treatment. The window forms, however, are different, 
and not all are not set to the same height. They also differ considering some oth
er secondary parts, including cornices and consoles of rich shapes and profiles. 
Such an approach to the design of the Decani church is in the spirit of the con-
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65 
The capital of the northeast col
umn in the naos. It is inscribed 
Sinful Srd, whom we can, with 
some reserve, identify with the 
second known stone carver in 
Decani Monastery, 
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temporaneous architectural aesthetic criteria, which understood the beauty as the 
unity of abundance and diversity. 

Although the emphasis of the facades of the Decani church is on their sculpturally 
treated parts, the greatest value of its exterior is based on the effect of its basic forms 
composed in large, mostly closed, volumes. Their height and the powerful forms 
make it look grandiose. This impression is also mostly the result of the costly mate
rial of regularly shaped blocks, of which the church is built. At the same time, cer
tain polychrome effects were planned to be achieved by choosing two-colored mar
ble stone for the facades, as well as by painting some of their sculpturally treated 
parts with bright colors. The basic two-color effect is achieved by alternating rows 
of two kinds of marble - of warm light-yellow Banjica marble onyx, and reddish
purple Bistrica marble breccia. The portals and windows especially stand out in that 
striped surface, not only due to their dissection and carved decoration, but also for 
being almost entirely made of Banjica onyx, from which all cornices and friezes of 
blind arcades were created. This harmonious two-colored effect is stressed by the 
stones polished to shine. Therefore, an unknown writer of the 15th century, who is 
supposed to be despot Stefan Lazarevic, noted about it... the appearance of the church 
dazzles the eyes of all who look at it due to the intense brightness of the marble ... 

The complex scheme of the base of the Church of the Ascension of Christ, its dis
sected structural system and spatial composition were designed using a specific geo
metric and compositional process. The starting line of the geometric composition, 
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66 
The capitals on the pillars in the 
narthex are even more diverse 
and complex. The capital on the 
northwest pillar contains the 
figures of eagles with outspread 
wings and the figures of the apos
tles among them. 

67 
On two capitals there are the fig
ures of lions and griffins covering 
the side with their bodies and sup
porting the abacus with the heads. 

68 
The representation of a snake 
biting a pelican or eagle, on the 
capital of the west portal at the 
entrance to the naos 
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which formed the basis of the design of the scheme, was a longitudinal axis of the 
east-west direction and the other one was set at right angle in relation to it. At the 
intersection of these two axes the place of the dome was set. Its span was a project 
module for establishing of the other parts of the base, while the upper part was di
vided into zones of 10 feet each, so that the total height of the church has 100 units 
of measurement. In doing so, certain numerical relations were used, mainly from 
the domain of harmonic proportion. The applied numbers had specific symbol
ic meaning. Among them is a decade, which is present in several places in Decani, 
and was considered a perfect number, which is why it was thought to embody the 
divine principles. It is also related to Christ the Wisdom. Some other numbers had 
transferred meaning as well, and they were present in the composition of the base 
and in determining certain parts of the upper structure, and the number and ar
rangement of secondary parts. 
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69-70 
At the foot of the most protruding 
archivolt of the west portal there 
are the figures of a lioness on one 
side and a griffin on the other 
side. They stand on the slabs sup
ported by the freestanding pillars. 



71 
The freestanding pillars of the 
west portal at the entrance to 
the naos rest on the backs of the 
sculptures oflions. 

In such a composition of the whole, the portals and windows had particular ar
tistic effects. Their inner frame was gradually incised in steplike manner into the 
wall, and the external part which comes out of its level is resting on the free
standing pillars. The west portals of the narthex and the naos are the most im
pressive. They have each three stepped incisions with three-quarter colonnettes 
in the corners. They are all extended, in the same order, in the upper arched 
part. On these portals the pillars of the external frame do not have equal sup
ports. The one at the front of the narthex has the bases at the foot of the shaft, 
while at the other portal there are the sculptures of lions in that place. In both 
places the shafts bear the capitals extended together with a molded abacus on 
the stepped portion of the inner frame. On both portals above the pillars in the 
final sections there are sculptures; lioness on the south and griffins on the north 
side. The side portals on the narthex are smaller and simpler. They have smaller 
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72 
The west portal at the entrance 
to the narthex is the most lavish. 
Its sides are incised in step-like 
manner and the incisions extend 
upon the arches in the upper zone. 
Some are covered with orna
ments. The main sculptural work 
is set in the tympanum showing 
Christ on the throne surrounded 
by archangels. 

73 
The south portal has the simplest 
structure, but its tympanum dis
plays a complex iconographic theme, 
while on the upper beam there is a 
carved inscription about the partic
ipation of master Fra Vita in the con
struction of the church, which was 
completed no later than 1335. 
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number of incisions on the sides, and consequently the smaller number of the 
arches in the upper part, and only one three-quarter colonnettes in their cor
ners, of which the one at the north portal is spiral, and contributes to its grand 
appearance. On the west portal of the narthex there is also such a spiral colon
nettes and the corresponding arch modeled in the same way. The carved deco
ration on the Decani portals also contributes to a great extent to their artistic 
quality. The grandest one is on the main west portal. On both sides of the verti
cal part of its first level there are carved twisted vines, of which the one on the 
north side is of one-piece, and on the south the two-piece one. They form a cir-
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74 
The formerly accepted structure 
and arrangement of carved motifs 
was applied on the north portal. 
The tympanum shows the blos
somed cross on the stepped base, 
and next to its upper arm there 
is an inscription: Jesus Christ the 
King of Glory. 

75 
On the handle of the throne of 
Christ in the tympanum of the 
west portal there is a carved lion's 
head. 

cular field, with various floral and zoomorphic motifs in their centers. In addi
tion to the leaves, fruits and flowers, some fantastic animals, birds and a small 
human head are also entwined in the vine. The vines from the first level extend 
on the corresponding arch in the upper zone. At the apex of the arch there is a 
representation of cherubim. In a twisted vine on the external archivolt the mo
tifs are even more diverse. There is a lion mask in the center from which jaws 
the vine comes out, while in the next fields there are centaurs, dragons, knights, 
and a wolf with a lamb in the jaws. The main image of the west portal of the 
narthex is in the tympanum, which shows Christ surrounded by angels. He sits 
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on the throne flanked by the figures of two lions, and below the legs there is the 
podium on four arcades of distinct gothic forms. 

There is a similar arrangement of the carved decoration on the north portal, and 
consists also of twisted tendrils, only the motifs on them are different in the east 
and west sides. Both vines cross in the center of the upper beam where there is a 
rich carved leaf motif - a kind of blossomed cross. On this beam there is a rep
resentation of a fantastic creature with the body of a bird, the head of a man and 
with a Phrygian cap - Sirin. The motifs on the doorposts were extended in the 
upper arch. The archivolt on this portal is decorated with more diverse motifs, 
and its tympanum shows the blossomed Cross on the stepped base, and next to 
its upper arm there is an inscription: Jesus Christ the King of Glory. 

On the west portal on the entrance into the naos, the richest and most diverse are 
the motifs on the capitals. There is carved decoration on the inner arch and on the 
external archivolt, where there are only floral motifs. On the inner arch there are 
alternately carved five-petal and three-petal leaves with sharp tips, and on the ex
ternal archivolts there are series of vertical acanthus leaves with curved tips. 

On the south portal the carved motifs are arranged on the capitals and in the tym
panum, where there is one of the most important sculptural compositions. There 
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76 
In a field formed by twisted vines 
on the archivolt of the north por
tal there is a representation of a 
hunter with a horn. 

77 
In the other field the archivolt on 
the same portal, among the hunt
ing scenes there is a representa
tion of a centaur-archer with a 
bow and arrow. 



is a scene of the Baptism of Christ in the River Jordan. The importance of this por
tal is further increased by an inscription on the lintel, where Fra Vita - the master 
builder of the Decani church - carved the most important testimony to the time 
of the construction and of his share in that. 

Among the windows, the triphoras have the most complex structure and most lav
ish carved decoration. One of them is located at the front of the church above the 
portal, and the other in the center of the main altar apse. Both have external and 
internal frames molded in the form of reversed cyma, while their tripartite divi
sion is each formed by four colonnettes, of which the final ones cling to the win -
<low-jambs. They end three-lobedly in the upper zone. The external frame is sup
ported by sculptures built by the windowsills. The shafts of the colonnettes, capitals, 
as well as the archivolt rest on them. 

The motifs carved on the altar triphora are varied. On its frame there is a single
piece twisted vine with representations in the centre, which are not the same on 
the north and south sides. On one side they start from the jaws of a dragon, and 
on the other from the mouth of a snake. They meet in the apex of the upper arch 
in the mouth of a fantastic horned creature. In the circular fields on the right side 
there are floral motifs with different fruits, and to the south there are the carved 
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birds, various animals and fantastic creatures, a human figure, a mermaid and corn -
positions of leaf motifs. The representation in the tympanum of the triphora is the 
most expressive. At its center there are four circular fields wrapped with a vine with 
leaves and flowers, and with small animal heads incorporated into their ends. To 
the right of this composition there is a basilisk - a fantastic animal with the body 
of a rooster and a tail of a serpent, while to the left there is a dragon that devours 
a human figure turned upside down. 
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78 
The triphora on the front of the 
church is covered by rich carved 
decoration. It consists only of flo
ral motifs. The sculptural treat
ment and composition in the 
tympanum especially stands out 
showing St. George slaying the 
dragon. 

79 
Among the windows the richest 
sculptural treatment has the triph
ora on the altar apse, which struc
ture repeats the form of the west 
triphora, but has different propor
tions. 



Rich carved decoration covers all parts of the west triphora including the external 
archivolt, but the repertoire of motifs is simpler. On the inside frame and window
sill a number of freestanding acanthus leaves are carved, while on the external ar
chivolt there is a twisted vine which forms circular fields, all decorated with leaves 
and fruits. Next to its underside, the motif of rectangular slanting fields is carved, 
and by the inner frame a peculiar form of a necklace, made up of alternating spher-
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80 
On the tympanum of the altar 
triphora a complex theme is carved. 
In the center there are four circu
lar fields encircled with curled leafy 
vine with flowers. To the right of 
this composition a basilisk is shown, 
and to the left a dragon that de
vours a human figure turned up
side down. 
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ical shapes and leaf motifs. The tympanum of the triphora shows the image of Saint 
George killing the dragon. 

At the Decani church of the Ascension of Christ there is a few single-piece win
dows. Almost all are framed with a molded border along the external edge. The 
two-light windows - biphoras differ from them due to their rich shape and sculp
tural decoration. They are not the same, and can be classified into three main types. 
The biphoras on the narthex are incised into the wall in step-like manner, and are 
slightly lower than the biphoras on the side chapels, repeating thus the structure of 
Romanesque two-light windows. The biphoras on the main apse stand out among 
them having similar basic division, but also some forms of Gothic style. The biph
oras on the side walls of the chapel belong to a special type, since they are tall and 
have the upper arch, as well as some elements of internal division modeled in the 
Gothic style. 

What is common to all the biphoras is that they have some sculpturally modeled 
composition in their tympanums. They are of quite diverse and thematically com
plex motifs. The tympanum of one biphora shows a fantastic animal - basilisk, with 
a snake approaching it on the side, two tympanums reveal rich carved composi
tions with leaf motifs, and two of them show a lamb with the sign of the cross on 

92 DECANI MONASTERY 

81 
The mask in the center of the west 
portal archivolt, with a vine com
ing out from its mouth on both 
sides 

82-85 
On the window-jambs of the altar 
triphora there are carved entan
gled vines forming circular fields. 
On the left window-jamb in their 
middle there are the figures of a 
bird, wild boar, two-headed ea
gle and a man who mounted a 
branch. 
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a banner, or a cruciform nimbus. In one place there are two confronting snakes 
holding in the jaws a small snake, the other two tympanums show symmetrical im
ages of two birds pecking the fruit of the tree of life and two dragons. The reliefs 
in the tympanum of the south two-light window on the west fa<;:ade also stand out 
due to their complex message; they present two embracing half-length human fig
ures. Diverse and richly decorated capitals also contribute to the luxurious appear
ance of the biphoras. 

The most valuable sculptural works of the church include the representations on the 
consoles of the friezes of blind arcades below the final cornices. Among them are 
women's heads with braids, with scarves or loose hair, then bearded men's heads, or 
contorted human figures, birds, griffins, fantastic and tame animals, dragons and a 
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86-87 
The capitals in the form of a grif
fin and a lioness on the colonettes 
at the foot of the arches of the al
tar triphora 



88 
The biphora on the altar apse 

89 
The capital of one of the church 
biphoras with four female heads 
under the corners of the abacus 

number of also quite diverse leaf motifs. With its diversity and quality the sculptur
al modelings reveal the beauty based on the medieval aesthetic principles. 

The sculptural decoration of the Church of the Ascension of Christ is arranged fol
lowing in formal terms the principles of Romanesque art, while in the program 
terms it expresses the general Christian understanding of the essence of the per
fection and beauty of all the phenomenal world, all beings and all nature created in 
the glory of the Creator, according to the words of Dionysius the Areopagite. To
gether with the carved motifs on the structural parts of the interior of the church 
they created a program unity of a complex transferred meaning, where the scenes 
conformed with the purpose of the area on which facades they stood. The creation 
of the iconographic program of the Decani sculpture was under the jurisdiction of 
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Archbishop Danilo II, who, concluding from his written works, was inspired by the 
Gospels, Psalms, the works of the prophets and apostles. Hence the Decani sculp
ture illustrates biblical parables and cautionary tales, while numerous representa
tions of various animals and beasts, as well as fantastic beings have symbolic mean -
ing and convey basic moral lessons. According to the order of their classification, 
they create a certain topographic symbolism, which was not the same in all places. 
On the main portal, the main areas of the universe are displayed in concentric cir
cles, where the north side was usually of the power of darkness, and the south of 
positive symbols, or the scenes were divided on the right and the left ones, where 
the right side is of the righteous. The most numerous are the symbolic images of 
good and evil in which good wins, as in the representation of St. George killing the 
dragon, in the tympanum of the west triphora. In addition to the images of flora 
and fauna of the transferred meaning, there are also some scenes from the life of 
Christ, as a scene of Christ's baptism in the tympanum of the south portal, or the 
scene of the Last Judgment. It was placed in the tympanum of the main portal with 
the representation of Christ the Judge and the supreme God on the throne, dis
played at the time of the Second Coming, as described by the Evangelist Matthew. 

The sculptural theme on the east triphora is very complex. Its main conceptual 
motif is a quatrefoil in the middle of the tympanum, interpreted as the represen
tation of the four elements or the tree of life, and on its sides the infernal suffer
ing, while the reliefs on the sides of triphora have been understood as the images 
of sins and virtues. 

The full plastic sculptures by the portals and triphoras have a special meaning, 
marking the line between the sacred and the profane, and acting as gate keepers. 
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90 
Two confronted birds, pecking 
the fruit of the tree of life, are 
carved on the tympanum of the 
east biphora on the north facade 
of the narthex. 

91-94 
The figures on the consoles at the 
base of the blind arcades under 
the eaves particularly stand out 
for their distinctly plastic mod
eling. Among them there are hu
man heads, male and female, and 
the whole figure of Atlas support
ing a large slab with the head. 
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Together with the freestanding sculptures on the facades and the motifs on the con
soles of arcade friezes, they constitute a part of the program unity of the carved 
decoration, which aim is to praise the Creator of nature, as already stated by the 
148th Psalm of David which invites all the living things, trees and hills to praise the 
name of the Lord. 

The Decani church is the only one which has preserved its original liturgical fur
niture. There are three altar tables from the time of the construction of the church; 
the stone altar screen in front of the altar area and the prothesis are also from that 
period, while only a part of the screen in the chapel of St. Demetrius from the same 
period has been preserved. This is a kind of high altar screen with molded small 
pillars in the lower zone, between which there are molded parapet slabs. In the up
per part there are colonnettes with capitals supporting the upper beam - epistilion. 

There is also a representative stone throne set next to the south-west pillar in the 
domed space, which is believed to have been intended for the founder of the church. 
It has molded sides, which from the grip rise in a gentle arch to the high headboard. 
It is set on a stone plinth. On the opposite, north side there is a wooden throne re
peating the basic shape of the stone one, but on its sides there are special fields dec
orated with carved panels created in plique-a-jour technique with various carved 
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95 
In the west bay of the naos by the 
south wall there are two grave
stone memorials in the form of a 
sarcophagus and with the lids in 
the form of a truncated pyramid. 
The bigger one was the sarcopha
gus of the founder King Stefan of 
Decani, while the small one was 
of Queen Maria Palaiologina. 

96 
Along the southwest pillar of the 
domed area a very representative 
stone throne is set, which is be
lieved to have been intended for 
the founder King Stefan ofDecani. 
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97 
The font for consecrated water is 
not completely original. It lacks 
the original lid which was later 
made of wood. 

98 
The wooden reliquary of Stefan of 
Decani with his relics is one of the 
greatest sanctities of the Decani 
church. It is decorated with bas
relief panels made in the plique-a
jour technique (detail). 



floral and zoomorphic motifs. This throne is made and set before the canonization 
of King Stefan of Decani in 1343. 

The gravestone memorials in the west part of the south nave of the naos were set 
as soon as the church was completed. They have traditional forms with molded 
sides and a lid in the form of a low truncated pyramid, only with the stands add
ed. The sarcophagus in the northeast part of the narthex also has a stand, and it is 
believed to have been intended for one of the distinguished members of the family 
of Dorde Ostousa Pecpal. Its vertical sides are flat. Next to it and in both two west 
corners of the narthex there are flat gravestones which use to cover the graves of 
prominent monks and believers. 

On the opposite side of the narthex, in the southeast corner there is a font for con
secrated water. It was damaged at unknown date, so its base and the container had 
to be secured with iron hoops. The wooden cover was also added instead of the 
original stone one. 

The wooden reliquary in which the relics of Stefan of Decani were interred when 
his canonization started represents also a valuable item of the Decani church. The 
relics were then transferred along with the reliquary, and placed by the altar screen, 
below the fresco of St. Stefan of Decani with the model of the church in his hands. 
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The reliquary coffin is lavishly decorated with carved fields using the plique-a-jour 
technique. It was painted in bright colors, of which some traces have remained. 

The artificial light of numerous lamps that were hung in many places significantly 
contributed to the solemnity of the liturgy in the Decani church. Among them the 
most luxurious was, and still is, the bronze chandelier of a complex theological and 
symbolic meaning, placed in front of the altar rail in the dome area. It consists of a 
choros-bands and long chains, which carry the rings with inscriptions and crosses 
with expansions at the ends. The choros is formed of the bars composed of the pli
que-a-jour tiles with different floral and zoomorphic motifs. The crosses are insert
ed between the bars, while on the arched raised central part there are also crosses 
with blossomed plants at the base, from which the instruments of torture come out. 
Next to them and around the perimeter of the whole choros the candle cups are ar
ranged. With its 48 lighted candles the chandelier looked very festive. 

102 DECANI MONASTERY 

99 
The bronze chandelier in the dome 
contributes greatly to the solemn 
atmosphere of the church. It con
sists of a band, choros carried by 
chains suspended from the dome. 

100-101 
The plates of the choros are con
nected with cruciform inserts 
made in the technique of plique
a-jour, just as the whole choros. 
The cruciform inserts on chains 
are treated in the same way. 



Searching for origin of the ideas for building the Decani church of the Ascension 
of Christ revealed that its base scheme and spatial organization are based on Byz
antine understanding of sacral space, while the exterior is completely designed in 
Romanesque style. Such stylistic dualism is characteristic for Serbian church ar
chitecture beginning from the Church of the Virgin in Studenica, and was spread 
throughout the 13 th century up to the Decani cathedral church, which is the crown 
of this artistic expression. The Church of the Virgin in Studenica was a direct mod
el of the creator and builder of Decani. It was the inspiration not only for the ba
sic idea of the Serbian royal endowment but also for the shape of the portal and of 
some two-light windows, while the triphora of the Studenica sanctuary was most 
consistently repeated in the Decani church, not only its structure but also the ico
nography of the represented motifs. Following this model the master builder of the 
Decani church demonstrated his knowledge of the architecture realized in the east 
Adriatic region at that time, shaped in the spirit oflate Romanesque style, with only 
some details of Gothic style. He transferred his knowledge to the Decani church 
exterior while modeling its basic forms and secondary parts. 

Archbishop Danilo II is also responsible for this great architectural work. Accord
ing to some old writers, King Stefan of Decani asked him to help the construction 
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102 
On the choros there are chande
liers for candles, and once there 
were bilateral icons on it; one of 
painter Longin is now kept in the 
monastery treasury. 

of his sepulchral church, after which the Archbishop eagerly took care of this divine 
church. He undoubtedly was King's theological advisor and the creator of the ar
chitectural program of the Church of the Ascension of Christ, while the inscrip
tion recorded on the lintel of the south portal informs us that it was built by mas
ter builder Vita, a Franciscan from the royal town of Kotor. He was undoubtedly 
an educated builder, because he was acquainted with complex geometric composi
tional procedures and the symbolism of numbers, used for designing architectural 
creations. He seems to have previously been educated in Dubrovnik, after which he 
participated in the works on the Cathedral of Saint Tryphon in Kotor, and proba
bly in Banjska as well. Both there, and on other large work sites, the builder of the 
magnificent Decani church was educated and improved his talent. In his most ma
ture work in Decani, he revealed his talent as a sculptor. He was in charge of the 
monumental architectural sculpture, which he conceived and sketched, while some 
of the most important compositions he probably created himself. 

The combination of a theological adviser, a protomaster of great gift, and a connois
seur of Romanesque and decorative elements of Gothic architecture produced the 
grandiose architectural creation, for which its founder rightly wrote in the Charter 
issued in the monastery in 1330: I began to build a house of the Lord God my All
Maintainer (Pantocrator), and upon completing it, I decorated it with every beauti
ful thing inside and without. 
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103 
The Decani church is dedicated 
to Christ the Pantocrator, thus 
the founder begins the Found
ing Chrysobull with the follow
ing words: "Almighty Lord and 
the Creator of all, the one who 
holds all the creation, the only 
one in the eternal light, the one 
dwelling in Three Persons, God 
from God, Light from Light and 
the Life-Giver, eternal wisdom 
and power ... " 

104 
Christ the Pantocrator is dis
played in several places in Decani, 
from the main portal to the al
tar. The huge figure of Christ, 
which detail is shown left, adorns 
the east wall of the naos. A great 
number of saints is painted on 
the walls of the church, one of 
them is Zephaniah (right), shown 
with other prophets in the dome. 



Frescoes 

The painting of the church began a few 
years after the completion of the construc
tion and stoneworks (1334/1335), and was 

probably completed in early autumn of 1347, no 
later than 1348. It seems that even the Decani 
painting, at least in general, did not deviate 
from the usual methods of medieval painters 
who used to paint a church from the top down, 
and from the altar area towards the west parts 
of a church. It seems, however, that in the great 
Decani church in was not quite so, since some 
more or less separate architectural parts were 
painted independently. This seems even more 
likely if one knows that it was here that - at 
the same time or one after the other - many 
groups of painters worked, and their works are 
generally associated with different parts of the 
church. The time and the order of painting in 
Decani can be roughly determined according 
to the years inscribed in the naos and narthex, 
according to historical portraits and their in -
scriptions, although the fact that they are main
ly located in the lower parts of the church still 
remains a problem. Only the portrait of the 
second hegumen of Decani, Danilo was paint
ed some time later, but not much after 1347, 
while partial repainting of the founder's corn -
position and portraits around it does not go be
yond the chronology of other frescoes. These 
small changes and additions did not disturb the 
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105 
The dome signifies heaven and 
the Most High Jerusalem. There
fore, Christ Almighty and the 
heavenly liturgy are painted in its 
apex, while among them there is 
the quotation from a psalm glori
fying God in heaven and the Tri
sagion hymn of angels. The gold 
background of the fresco evokes 
the heavenly light around the fig
ure of incarnate God. 

original idea of decorating the spacious Decani church with frescoes. One must be
lieve that at the very beginning of the painting of Decani a detailed arrangement of 
themes was composed, which the painters almost regularly followed. Only in this 
way one can explain the extraordinary uniformity and integrity of the program of 
the wall paintings, despite the fact that it took a long time to paint it and that sev
eral artists changed. The architecture of the church imposed certain difficulties to 
the creators of the painting program and fresco painters. Although the main parts 
of the church are quite clearly separated - the altar area, naos, narthex and side 
chapels - their spaces sometimes merged, and a further problem was the extreme 
height of the church, which is why the painted themes ran from one area to the oth
er, while the bands of the frescoes on the walls multiplied in an unseen manner. The 
difficulties of fitting of the usual painted program and its arrangement in the inte
rior of the church, the architecture of which was created in Gothic style, demand
ed strict adherence to the originally planned arrangement of themes. Therefore, it 
is cleverly and accurately said that the arrangement of the frescoes in Decani rep
resents the artwork for itself. 

For that reason all parts of the church could get the necessary themes: liturgical 
scenes were located in the apses and altar spaces, the painted cycles of patron saints 
in their side chapels, the dome acquired the program formed in the early 14th cen
tury, while almost all the Feasts were placed under it, while the sufferings of Christ, 
miracles and teachings were arranged a little lower. The intention of the first found
er and his advisers that the spatial core of Decani should be created after Raska plan 
was also reflected in the painted decoration of the church. Namely, a special care 
was taken that the most important cycles remain in the central part of the naos 
designed as a single-nave core with high choir places. Only some more extensive 
cycles, such as the Akathist of the Virgin or the miracles and teachings of Christ, 
were transferred from the naos to the other parts of the church, taking care not to 
violate the iconography of these areas. Bearing this in mind, one can understand 
why the new or rarely painted cycles - the Creation of the World and Man, the Old 
Testament announcements of Christ, the Acts of the Apostles, and the Akathist -
were located in the bays beyond the traditional Raska core of the Decani church. 

The spatially separated narthex, with its shape and painted themes, among which 
prevail the Calendar and Ecumenical Councils, repeated the solutions from older 
Serbian churches. One would expect to see the Last Judgment there as well, but it 
was transferred to the west part of the naos, in order to bring it closer to the found
er's grave located in that part of the church. Its relocation takes us to a new circle of 
themes colored in the atmosphere of Serbian and Decani environment: the images 
of the founders, their families and ancestors, archbishops and Decani hegumens got 
the appropriate places in the lower parts of the church. Around them a large num
ber of holy men are painted, all carefully chosen and arranged - those important to 
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ordering persons were located near their portraits, holy warriors were placed in the 
central part of the naos, holy monks were arranged in the narthex and side chapels, 
the archangels and apostles were positioned around the entrance, bishops in the al
tar areas, and numerous martyrs were painted on the columns, walls and arches 
throughout the church. 

Although the fragmentation of the space and wall surfaces did not suit the creators 
of the programs and artists, they tried to assemble the related images in separate ar
eas, and to arrange them from left to right and from the top down. In Decani there 
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106 
The Liturgy in heaven, around 
the throne guarded by cherubim, 
is served by angels dressed as 
deacons and priests, and carry
ing various liturgical vessels. The 
words of the Trisagion hymn are 
written above the angels "Holy, 
holy, holy, Lord Sabaoth, the 
heaven and the earth are full of 
His glory." 

107-108 
The eight prophets are depict
ed below Christ the Pantocrator. 
Some of them (as Jeremiah) hold 
scrolls inscribed with the words 
which announced the coming 
of God among the people. They 
are painted very interestingly, as 
represented here with the hand 
oflsaiah which appears beneath 
the light fabric of his himation. 

are no continuous painted belts favored in the 14th century wall painting - almost 
every painting received here the appropriate frame, while with their content they are 
mutually connected, forming in this way clear units, although with many difficul
ties and much skill. Due to a large number of frescoes, their reduced size and inter
rupted physical space, one at first gets the impression that they are overcrowded and 
chaotic. When, however, one finds the key to their arrangement, they are easy to un
derstand and recognize as a part of a solid system that is ruled by order and strict 
subordination to the unity. 
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109 
The four evangelists who left 
the written testimony of Christ 
are painted on the pendentives. 
John the Theologian is shown 
dictating to his disciple Pro
chorus the words he hears from 
heaven. 

110 
The painted proof of Christ's 
incarnation were His images 
not-made-by-hands, represent
ed among the evangelists. The 
image of Christ on a cloth is 
particularly impressive. 

Individual paintings and their groups in Decani make a unique program, which 
shows first the Almighty God, then the history of salvation from the creation of 
the world and the fall of the man into sin, following the announcements of Christ's 
work of salvation, His incarnation, miracles and His other works and sufferings, the 
establishment of the New Testament Church and its spreading through the apostles, 
holy martyrs, monks and bishops, until the Second Coming of Christ, the general 
and final salvation of people. Therefore, the Decani program is not essentially dif
ferent from the painted programs of late Byzantine churches, although in Decani 
it is exposed in more details and more thoroughly than in any other Orthodox 
church of the 14th century. 

Although numerous wall paintings in Decani are closely related to the text, they do 
not have illustrative character. The resemblance with the churches in the West and 
with their sculptural and painted decoration is only apparent. The paintings there 
had primarily cautionary and aesthetic, and only then dogmatic purpose. Decani 
and its wall paintings belong to another world and to different conception - they 
completely result from Byzantine and Serbian traditions and are an inseparable part 
of the Orthodox art of the first half of the 14th century. Accordingly, the selection 
and arrangement of the Decani frescoes are adapted to the purpose of some parts 
of the church, and are closely connected with the rites which have been performed 
there. At the same time, they are engaged in a complex and unique picture of the 
Church of God on earth, and with the visual language they expose the history of 
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salvation in the same way as the liturgy itself does it every day in its own language 
during the annual liturgical calendar. The Decani wall paintings do not expose that 
story illustratively and in straight line, in one continuous spatial and time sequence, 
but rather show it with the entirety of its themes, which are often intertwined, corn -
plementary and coherent in adapting to the section where they are located. 

The dome of a church in medieval cosmological representations always designated 
heaven, the abode and throne of God, heavenly Zion or highest Jerusalem. There
fore, psalms glorifying God in heaven are often inscribed in it; besides, in Decani 
God is also painted in the image of Christ the Pantocrator, as He revealed Himself 
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111 
The frescoes in Decani show the 
entire history of salvation. It be
gins in the north nave of the 
naos, where the Genesis and the 
fate of Adam and his descen
dants are painted on the vaults. 
All the six days of God's creation 
are represented here, while in 
the image of the creation of grass 
and plants the personification of 
the Earth is painted. 

112 
The transgression of Adam and 
Eve is described in detail: the 
scene of eating the forbidden 
fruit from the tree is shown above, 
while God's condemnation of the 
serpent, Adam and Eve, and their 
expulsion from paradise is shown 
in the lower part. Although the 
painter of these frescoes was not 
among the best Decani artists, 
the scenes of heaven and of naked 
ancestors of all humans Adam 
and Eve are quite interesting. 
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to people, and to Him all heavenly bodies and people on earth continuously offer 
praise. Thus, in Decani the most appropriate model for the heavenly ministry of an
gels around God was found in the solemn procession of the Great Entrance at the 
liturgy. Below it are shown the images of prophets with the inscribed texts of their 
prophecies about God. The evangelists, who left the written testimony of His incar
nation and stay among the people, are displayed on the pendentives, while between 
them there are the icons of the Savior Not-Made-By-Hands, Mandylion and Kera
mion (Holy Tile), which also bear the testimony to his incarnation. 

The history of Christianity begins with the creation of the world and man, and the 
deviation of people from God's commandments. This is shown in Decani in the 
higher zones of the north side chapel, with almost fifty scenes, mostly based on the 
Book of Genesis. The creator of the world is represented in the image of Christ at 
the moments of His creative activity. This is followed by the events related to par
adise, the first sin and the expulsion from paradise, and the cycle then continues 
with twenty representations which follow the latter history of human kind, filled 
with new deviations from the laws of God, but also with the acts of the righteous, 
as is shown in Decani in the examples of Cain and Abel, and the story of the flood 
and the righteous Noah. The cycle ends, not accidentally, with the building of the 
Tower of Babel - this event caused the scattering of people around the world and 
separation of their languages, which only the apostles after the descent of the Holy 
Spirit would unite into a single Church of Christ. 

116 DE CANI MONASTERY 

113-114 
The history of Adam's sons, the 
beginning of which we see here, 
is also presented in an excit
ing manner. Cain a farmer and 
Abel a shepherd offer sacrifices 
to God, and Abel's sacrifice is ac
cepted. Consumed with hatred, 
Cain kills his brother, which is 
very dramatically presented. The 
works of Cain and Abel are also 
painted in a picturesque manner 
and quite realistically. 

115 
The cycle of Genesis and the first 
period after Adam's sin ends with 
the construction of the Tower of 
Babel and the unsuccessful at
tempt of people to physically 
reach God. The apostles would be 
the ones to unite those separated 
tribes into one Church of Christ. 
This Decani fresco is full of realis
tic and imaginative details. 







116 
The Decani Tree of Jesse is one 
of the most comprehensive ex
amples of this theme in the me
dieval art. Many Old Testament 
characters and events, as well as 
some of the New Testament, are 
entwined in the stylized acan
thus vine. One can see here the 
representation of the biblical 
event about Balaam, described 
in the Fourth book of Moses. 

117 
On one of the vaults of the west 
part of the naos there is the rep
resentation of the Proverb of 
Solomon on the Wisdom of 
God, divided into four scenes. 
One shows two angels - the 
servants of the Wisdom God -
who raise high the bread and 
the cup. The painting is the an
nouncement of the descent of 
God on earth, and it shows that 
salvation would come through 
the body and blood of Christ. 

The message of these paintings consisted in the fact that God, even after the fall of 
man into sin, helped the righteous who acted according to His will; through them 
He granted the existence of people on earth and indicated the future paths to their 
salvation; the salvation would come through Christ, through whom the fallen man 
would be born anew and find the lost paradise. The announcement of salvation in 
Decani is presented with many paintings, first of all, with the Tree of Jesse which is 
the most comprehensive and complete in Byzantine painting, then with the Wis
dom Sayings of Solomon, the events related to the prophet Daniel, Righteous Ja-
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cob, Moses and Gideon, up to the last prophet John the Baptist, who not only tes
tified about Christ and prepared the way for Him, but also met and baptized Him 
in the River Jordan. The theme of the Nativity of Christ is presented with a large 
number of paintings and cycles; first, with the painting of the Virgin with the infant 
Christ in Her arms, the way she was painted in several places in the church. Her 
solemn figure, surrounded by archangels Michael and Gabriel, appears also in the 
main apse of Decani. The north side chapel next to the altar is also dedicated to Her, 
where the story of the birth and childhood of the Virgin is in details narrated in 
sixteen scenes; the scenes related to the church are quite close to the apse, as it was, 
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118-119 
St. John the Forerunner preached 
about Christ who would separate 
the chaff from the wheat on his 

threshing floor, while the prophet 
Gideon announced the incarna
tion of Christ with the fleece: He 
would descend into the womb of 
the Virgin as the dew from heav

en upon the fleece. 

120 
The most beautiful Byzantine 
hymn, the Akathist to the Virgin, is 
transferred on the walls of Decani 

in twenty paintings. Among them 
the representation of the twentieth 
stanza is particularly interesting; 
it displays the solemn ceremony 
of transferring the icon of the Vir
gin Hodegetria from the Pantocra
tor Monastery in Constantinople to 
the imperial court. 
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121 
There are many frescoes in 
Decani showing the Virgin with 
Christ. One of the most beauti
ful is located above the stone 
throne. Although it was created 
in fresco technique, it is paint
ed as a real icon on a board or a 
canvas. The softness of painting 
and the gentleness with which 
the Virgin looks at infant Christ 
are particularly enchanting. 

122 
"By shining in Egypt the light of 
truth, Thou didst dispel the dark
ness of falsehood ," - thus begins 
the sixth ikos of the Akathist 
which is in Decani represented 
as the Flight to Egypt. Therefore, 
the fresco shows the personifica
tion of Egypt and the idols falling 
off the city walls when the Virgin 
and Christ on Joseph 's shoulders 
came close to Egypt. 

for example, in the King's Church in Studenica, or in Gracanica around 1320. As 
in the Gracanica church, the Old Testament prefigurations of the Virgin are paint
ed next to this cycle: the Old Testament Tabernacle, Gedeon's Fleece, Jacob's dream 
and wrestling with the angel. One of the earliest and most comprehensive Akathist 
to the Virgin is also to be seen in Decani; apart from one omitted oikos and one 
kontakion, twenty-two scenes were painted in the nave and the south chapel after 
the famous hymn in honor of the Virgin. The extremely interesting iconography of 
the Akathist with its "historic" part relies on the well-known solutions of the con
ception, birth and early childhood of Christ, while the second, "dogmatic" part is 
iconographically much more complex. Each of its verse is transformed into a sin
gle image. Thus, for example, the twentieth verse - about the inability to describe 
in words the greatness of Christ's mercy - got a remarkable form in Decani: around 
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123 
The eighth kontakion of the 
Akathist begins with the words: 

"Having beheld a strange na
tivity, let us estrange ourselves 
from the world and transport 
our minds to Heaven." Those 
who estranged themselves from 
the world, and transported their 
mind to heaven the painter rec
ognized among the monks and 
secular priests, who are shown 
while offering the hymn to in
carnate Christ. 

124 
Restlessness, excitement and in
tense feelings in Decani trans
formed the previous solemn 
painting. Even the common 
Annunciation received a new 
treatment: the Archangel Ga
briel energetically steps toward 
the Virgin, and she, startled by 
his appearance and his words, 
expresses her excitement with 
exaggerated gestures. 

the icon of the Virgin Hodegetria in lavish cloth there is a bishop who serves be
fore the icon in the presence of several monks and chanters. The fresco actually rep
resents the ceremony of the solemn transfer of this famous icon at the feast of the 
Akathist of the Virgin (on the Saturday of the fifth week of the Lent) from the Con
stantinople Monastery of the Pantocrator to the imperial court. The last kontakion 
was also inspired by the Paschal festivities at the Byzantine court, in which the Byz
antine Emperor also participated, but instead of the Byzantine Emperor, there are 
the images of King Stefan Dusan, Queen Jelena and their little son Uros. This re
veals that this Constantinople royal Paschal ceremony, in which the ruler, his fam
ily and Church dignitaries took part, was transferred to Serbia in Dusan's time, and 
that was accurately presented in the final scene of the Akathist in Decani. 
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125 
With the birth of Christ the Vir
gin has become the most reliable 
most trusted intercessor of the 
mankind before God. On the 
east wall of the Decani church 
she is presented in fervent sup
plication to Christ. She is painted 
sophisticatedly and with a slight
ly shaded face of noble and gen
tle lines. 

126 
The Ascension of Christ - whose 
lower part we see - shows the 
apostles who in the excitement 
watch the rising of their teach
er into heaven, and the angels 
who point to Christ announcing 
His second coming in glory. The 
Virgin alone, the image of the 
Church on earth, is represented 
frontally and in solemn peace. 



Many frescoes in Decani are dedicated to Christ's redemptive work on earth. Great 
Feasts are arranged in the highest part of the naos and their representation large
ly relies on the well-known solutions, although some of them contain new details. 
Thus, next to Christ in the Resurrection two angels are painted offering Him the 
spheres and with busts of crowned women, which seems to indicate the double au
thority of Christ in heaven and on earth, the authority he gained by His sacrifice on 
the cross and by His victory over death. In addition to the paintings of the Feasts, 
which summarize the appearance of Christ on earth, His activity among men, His 
Death, Resurrection and Ascension to Heaven, other details of Christ's life record
ed in the Gospels were also extensively presented on the Decani walls. In addition 
to the fact that the Decani cycle of miracles, teachings and parables by the num
ber of scenes far exceeds all other similar groups of paintings in the churches of 
the Byzantine world, the cycle is exceptional because some parts of it were incor
porated into the broader themes and because some representations received more 
dispersed iconographic solutions such as, for example, Christ and the Samaritan 
woman, Christ and Nathanael, or Justification of the Adulteress. The cycle of the 
Suffering was very extensively displayed, from the Last Supper to the first appear
ance of the Risen Christ to the Myrrhbearers. The selection and sequence of scenes 
are closely connected with the so-called Passion Gospels, which are read from the 
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Holy Thursday until Easter Matins. Following almost line by line the evangelical 
text, the painters divided some events in several episodes and portrayed them as 
separate paintings - next to the Betrayal of Judas there are the representations of 
the Coming of the Pharisees and the Soldiers, and in a separate area the Cutting 
off Malchus' Ear, while the story of the betrayal continues with the scenes of Ju
das Returning the Thirty Silver Pieces, the Death of Judas and Buying the Pot-
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127 
The Dormition of the Virgin on 
the west wall of the naos is very 
beautifully painted, which is re
flected in its balanced compo
sition, in the light that radiates 
from Christ in golden robes, in 
the painted architecture and 
figures presented in the portrait 
mode. All this suggests that the 
fresco was created by one of the 
best painters in Decani. 

128 
Unusual beauty radiates from 
every detail of the Dormition 
and from the surrounding paint
ings associated with it. The Tak
ing up of the Virgin into Heav
en is shown at the moment when 
she is giving her sash to Thom
as the Apostle. Beside the an
gels around the Virgin, a flying 
angel supporting the cloud with 
Thomas is also perfectly painted. 





ter's field with Judas's money. Other rare paintings also appear in the cycle, such 
as Bringing Christ to Pilate, the Pronouncement of the Sentence, Christ's Refusal 
to Drink Vinegar Mingled with Gall, and the Preparation and Sealing of Christ's 
Tomb. Christ's Post-Resurrection Appearances are painted on the vault of the altar 
area and beneath it, also in the iconography that adhered closely to the evangelical 
text. Christ's Post-Resurrection Appearances to Mary Magdalene, for example, was 
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129 
The Healing of Peter's Mother
in-Law is shown with many wit
nesses of this miracle of Christ. 
Christ gently takes the hand of 
the sick woman who Peter sup
ports holding her shoulders. The 
architecture in the background 
is painted in an interesting man
ner, and with its forms it empha
sizes the participants of the dis
played event. 

130 
Many miracles of Christ, almost 
all described in the Gospels, are 
painted in Decani. The Raising 
of Jairus Daughter is created ac
cording to the text of the Gos
pel of Luke; thus, the ruler of 
the synagogue is shown twice 
on the fresco - asking Christ to 
revive his daughter, and giving 
thanks to God for that. 
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131 
The Healing of the Deaf-Mute 
Man is shown in the usual way, 
but the painter enriched the 
painting with the new look of 
Christ and the helpless man 
leaning on a stick, as well as 
with the figures of the apostles 
and witnesses who express sur
prise at what they see. Christ is 
in the middle, while the cliff of 
the landscape directs the view 
towards Him. 

132 
The Leave-taking of the Risen 
Christ from the Apostles before 
the Ascension is the final scene of 
the cycle of Post-Resurrection Ap
pearances on the altar vault. The 
apostles are filled with sadness 
because of the separation with 
the teacher and they make deep 
bow, while Christ stands peace
fully in the middle and points to 
the sky with the hand, where the 
angels will soon raise Him. 

painted according to the Gospel of John - literally adhering to the text, the paint
er showed Mary by the end of the grave turning to Christ, followed by two angels 
on the sarcophagus, and finally, once again, the same Myrrhbearer who Christ for
bids to touch Him. 

Some paintings of this cycle join the liturgical representations in the altar area bear
ing the meaning of the institution of the Eucharist and the establishment of Christ's 
Church. In addition to the Mission of the Apostles and the Incredulity of Thomas, 
we can see in the Serbian art of the Holy Apostles in Pee and Sopocani, other evan
gelical events that relate to Christ in a church are also painted in Decani. Above 
them, however, in the top of the apse is the Communion of the Apostles, an exqui
site composition both iconographically and due to its meaning. The mystery of the 
Eucharist is performed by Christ the High Priest, on the altar table there are bread 
in a paten and a candlestick with a lighted candle, behind the table there are two 
cherubim, and the open doors in the forefront. This set of the painting shows that 
this Decani fresco was influenced by the Epistle of Paul to the Hebrews, or more 
precisely, the part where the apostle speaks of Christ a high priest after the order of 
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134 DECANI MONASTERY 

133 
The Apparition of Christ to the 
Myrrhbearers is displayed accord
ing to the Synoptic Gospels. The 
risen Christ is painted in bright 
clothes and with the marks of the 
wounds in the hands. The scene of 
this beautiful painting is located 
in the region enclosed with sunny 
peaks of high hills. 

134 
The Expulsion of Merchants rep
resents a dramatic event when Je
sus Christ cleansed the church of 
God from those who were selling 
and buying in it. Restlessness and 
intense feelings are presented in 
the spirit of Byzantine aesthetics. 



Melchizedek, and where he compares the old with the new tabernacle which Christ 
the High Priest entered by His own blood. 

The immediate successors of Christ, who were entrusted with the fulfillment of 
His work, were the apostles. That is probably the reason why the group of their 
paintings was located in northwest bay of the naos, next to the representations of 
Christ's works among the people, His miracles, and teachings that were painted in 
the north part of the domed space. Such a location, selection of themes and ico
nography, makes the Decani cycle in many ways a unique phenomenon not only 
in the art of the 14th century. It was rarely painted in Byzantine churches, and only 
in Decani it was based solely on the text of the Acts, namely on its first chapters, 
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from the third to the ninth. Therefore, there are some representations in the cycle 
which could not be found anywhere else. Some twenty paintings, arranged in the 
same order as the order of the events set out in the aforementioned New Testament 
book, tell the story of miracles, sufferings and missionary activity of the apostles 
Peter, John, Philip, and Paul, with more or less isolated circle of paintings dedicat
ed to St. Stephen the First Martyr. 

Several hagiographic cycles were also painted in Decani - of St. George, St. Demetri
us and St. Nicholas - and placed in the side chapels dedicated to these saints. All of 
them were very comprehensive, as indeed was everything else in the Decani church, 
but their iconography was not particularly complex. In the cycle of St. George the 
representations of the miracles of the saint were separated from those of his torture, 
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135 
The Descent of the Holy Spirit 
shows the twelve apostles in the 
Cenacle ("Upper Room") in Je
rusalem on whom the Holy Spir
it descended in the form of fi
ery tongues. They would spread 
the word of Christ throughout 
the world, the personification of 
which is represented at the bot
tom of the painting. 

136 
In the small side chapel of St. 
George an extensive cycle of this 
saint is painted, while the east wall 
which replaces the apse reveals the 
Serving of the Divine Liturgy in 
quite a rare form. The chapel is not 
separated from the narthex which 
has its own painted program: the 
Calendar, the Virgin Paral<lesis 
and other themes. 



while the representations of torture were separated from the events concerning his 
death. The clarity of presentation was achieved by avoiding rare scenes and complex 
iconography, where the most important events that make up the core ofhagiograph
ic stories and emphasize St. George as a martyr and a protector of the true faith were 
placed in the most prominent east wall of the side chapel. The cycle of St. Demetrius 
is more interesting being composed of twelve scenes, some of which were in medi
eval art for the first or the only time painted here in Decani. Almost all are based on 

138 DECANI MONASTERY 

137 
The best-known miracle of St. 
George is painted in the promi
nent part of the side chapel in the 
narthex: the release of the emper
or's daughter from the dragon. 
Accompanied by St. George on 
the horseback, the princess takes 
the subdued beast into the city of 
Lhasa, which citizens would be 
baptized amazed by the miracle 
they observed from the ramparts 
of the city. 

138 
The fresco with Apostle Philip and 
the Ethiopian eunuch represents a 
nice piece of art: the apostle trav
els with the eunuch and interprets 
to him the words of prophet Isa
iah about Christ. The chariots with 
travelers, eunuch's escort, and vast 
barren landscape with gray col
ored town in the background are 
painted in quite an interesting way. 
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139 
The cycle of St. George ends in 
the condemnation to death and 
the beheading. It is based on the 
life of the saint, and the names 
of the scenes were taken from its 
sentences. One becomes aston
ished by the patience with which 
the painter depicted the emper
or, his "high throne", and the 
guards, as well as by the manner 
with which he presented the ex
ecutioner. 



the life of the saint and on the descriptions of his miracles, but also on the words of 
praise in his honor. The miracles of St. Demetrius painted on the north wall of the 
chapel and the apse are particularly rare and therefore more interesting, being his
torically based and without exception connected with Thessaloniki, the city where 
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140- 141 
In the cycle of St. Nicholas, ar
ranged on the vaults and walls of 
his side chapel, the miracles of the 
saint are predominant; among 
them are the scenes of the De
stroying of Idols in the Temple 
of Artemis (left), and the Sav
ing of the Generals from Prison, 
from which we have chosen the 
episode of the saved generals ex
pressing their gratitude and offer
ing gifts to St. Nicholas (right). 

142 
The miracles of St. Nicholas at 
sea have been particularly well
known, thus he has been hon
ored as the patron saint of sail
ors. Here is the representation 
of the event related to a rescue of 
drowning man Demetrius. The 
painter of this Decani fresco is an 
unskillful artist, but he managed 
to represent in an interesting way 
a boat caught by a storm at sea. 

the relics of St. Demetrius, its patron, are kept. Conveying the true appearance of 
medieval Thessaloniki, the painter showed St. Demetrius saving the city from fam
ine, raising the city tower destroyed in the earthquake, defending Thessaloniki from 
the Cumans, saving it from the Bulgarians and killing Emperor Kaloyan (1207), as 
well as refusing to leave his city, according to Illustrius' vision, remaining its patron 

"as long as the name of Christ is called upon:' The cycle of St. Nicholas is located in 
his side chapel on the south side of the church. Its composition and appearance had 
already been known, but the scenes in Decani - the scenes of miracles being the 
most numerous among them - are divided in several episodes, thus the miracle of 
saving the three generals contains five individually painted images. 

The Calendar painted in the narthex is conceived and designed to demonstrate the 
integrity of the Church of Christ, both by the inclusion of images of those who an -
nounced, realized and extended it, and by arranging the paintings of the Feasts in a 
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sequence according to the days of the Church year. It begins, as usually, with the 1st 
of September in the east wall of the central nave, and spreads all over the narthex, 
forming circles in its separate areas from the top down. The arrangement, selection 
of feasts according to Constantinople synaxarium and the iconography followed the 
traditions of painting this theme in 14th century. In the vaults of the central nave, 
above the Calendar, six Ecumenical Councils are presented, and all are similarly de
signed - the Emperor who summoned a council is always painted at the top, with 
four representatives of major Patriarchates around him, while in the neighboring 
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143-144 
The painted Calendar abounds 
with the images of deaths of the 
martyrs who by their suffering 
embedded themselves into the 
Church of Christ. The paint
er displayed their sufferings in 
a dramatic manner: St. Lucian, 
celebrated on October 15th

, was 
thrown into the sea, while St. 
Orestes (November 10th

) was 
tied to horses and torn apart. 

145 
The Calendar scenes on the 
vaults and walls of the nar
thex are arranged according 
to months. Some of them are 
created as separate paintings, 
while others represent groups 
made up of the feast of the 
same or the following days. The 
suffering of St. Eutropius, Cle
oncius and Basiliscus are paint
ed together because they are all 
celebrated on the 9th of March. 
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146 
The painted Calendar includes 
the whole liturgical year, while 
its last two days, 29'h and 30'h of 
August (the 31st was left out), are 
painted on the east wall of the 
narthex: the Death of St. John 
the Baptist is shown in the low
er zone, and above it there are the 
figures of St. Felix and of others 
who died with him. 

147 
The vaults of the central nave of 
the narthex contain the paintings 
of the six Ecumenical Councils. 
All were painted in a similar man
ner and were accompanied by ex
tensive inscriptions. Their painter 
was less skilful than the painters 
who created the surrounding Cal
endar scenes and the figures of 
saints in the lowest zone of the 
narthex. 
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148 
The Virgin and Jesus Christ are 
painted on both sides of the in
ner portal. The Virgin Paraklesis is 
portrayed as the intercessor of the 
sinful human kind before Christ. 
Their dialogue is inscribed on her 
scroU which begins with the Vir
gin's words: "Accept the prayer of 
thy mother, o Lord, the Lover of 
men". 

149 
Christ answered the prayers of his 
mother, and she thanks him for 
that. At his open Gospel there is 
the promise to the faithful: "I am 
the light of the world. Whoever 
foUows me will not walk in dark
ness." Coming into the church 
means coming into the ship of sal
vation - from the darkness of ig
norance into the light and eter
nal life that Christ promises to the 
righteous. 

fields two groups of hierarchs are shown, arranged one against the other, the faithful 
with the nimbi and the Gospels, and the heretics without them. Unlike the frescoes 
in other monuments, the paintings of the Councils in Decani are accompanied by 
extensive inscriptions stating the number of the holy fathers taking part in a coun
cil, the heresies they fought against and the issues discussed at them. 
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150-151 
Sts Peter and Paul, two main apos
tles, are painted inside above the 
entrance, and in this part of the 
church they testify to the apostol
ic and catholic character of the Or
thodox Church. In the hands they 
have a scroll and a book, i.e. the 
epistles which they sent to the first 
Christian communities. 

152 
Among the selected saints around 
the entrance there is the painting 
of St. John the Forerunner and 
Baptist - the Forerunner, because 
he preceded Christ and prepared 
His way, and the Baptist, because 
he baptized the Lord in the Jordan. 
He is shown in hermit's sheep
skin garb and a cloak, and with his 
right hand he blesses the faithful 
who enter the church. 

Due to the size of the Decani church, it was possible to paint a large number of indi
vidual figures of saints, all well arranged and sometimes included in more extensive 
themes. Thus, the Old Testament righteous are presented above the cycle of Genesis, 
hierarchs are above the entrance to the altar area, while the prophets appear in the 
dome or with some New Testament events they announced. The walls, piers, pilas
ters and arches are painted with figures of numerous martyrs, among whom there 
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153 
The Church of Christ is a commu
nity of people and saints, and mar
tyrs occupy an important place. 
The holy warriors also belong to 
them - here, we see Sts. George 
and Procopius - who are painted 
in the central part of the church. 
They are depicted in the parade at
tire of Roman soldiers, in armors 
and with weapons in their hands. 

154 
St. Eustathios Placidus is partic
ularly nicely painted, with the 
thoughtful face framed by curls 
and with a melancholy look in his 
eyes - of slender stature, dressed in 
a blue tunic and gold-plated armor, 
and with red mantle over it. In the 
hands he has a long spear, a bow 
and a shield decorated with gold. 





155-156 
A large number of holy hierarchs is 
painted in the altar area. The most 
distinguished among them - Nich
olas and Gregory the Theologian 
(left), Cyril of Alexandria, John 
the Merciful, Ignatius Theophorus, 
Tarasius (right) and others - take 
part in serving the Holy Liturgy, 
while the liturgical prayers are writ
ten on their unrolled scrolls. 

are some rarely painted ones; sometimes they are grouped according to the calen
dar order. It is strange that the images of holy martyrs and holy women are quite 
rare in Decani, except for two or three examples. Holy bishops and deacons were 
regularly portrayed in altar areas of the church and side chapels, while the most 
distinguished hierarchs were painted in the composition of the Service of the Holy 
Liturgy, which was never left out. The lowest zone is filled with the holy monks in 
the narthex and side chapels, while the holy warriors and the most revered mar
tyrs are portrayed in the naos. Great attention was paid to the selection of the fig
ures of saints around all entrances, around hegumen's seat, tombs, near the found
er's composition and the coffin with the relics of St. Stefan of Decani. 

The painting of Christ's Second Coming is transferred into the naos of the church, 
where it fills almost the entire central west bay. It was largely based on the icono
graphic forms of the 11 th century and on the texts which influenced its representa -
tion in later centuries. Therefore, it contained not only almost all the details paint
ed before, but also some very rare ones or those with slightly altered iconography. 
Jesus Christ in the scene of the Descent from Heaven is shown as a young beardless 
man, with the Exaltation of the Cross incorporated into the painting, while above 
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157-158 
Anyone who sets foot in the Decani 
church remains fascinated by the 
amount of well-preserved frescoes. 
The theme of the Second Coming 
of Christ occupies the largest part 
of the west area of the naos. This 
theme was transferred from the 
narthex into the naos in order to be 
closer to the graves of the founders 
in this area of the church. 

the Hetoimasia appear the angel-deacons with chandeliers. The moment of the tri
al looks the same as in earlier monuments. However, instead of Christ the Fear
some Judge, we see Christ the Pantocrator with an almost meek expression depict
ed in Decani as He addresses the blessed with words from the open Gospel on His 
knee and motions with His hand that they are to receive the Kingdom of Heaven. 
All the necessary details are included, although the number of the intercessors for 
the human kind increased and is represented in twelve groups of saints, which is 
more than on any other painting of the Last Judgment. The frescoes are here, as in 
the entire spacious Decani church, carefully arranged. Probably because of the vi
cinity of the tomb of St. Stefan of Decani and the fresco of the Second Coming of 
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Christ, the Virgin Hagiosoritissa and Christ the Almighty are painted in the lowest 
zone on the front sides of the piers in the south part of the church; Christ - por
trayed in this way only in Decani - has a sword in his hand, not to threaten peo
ple or punish them, but to destroy sin with the sword. So, Christ is not even here 
portrayed as the Fearsome Judge, but as the Savior in whose gentleness the patrons 
and all who in faith entered the Decani church trusted. 

158 DECANl MONASTERY 



159-160 
At the Last Judgment the sinful will 
be separated from the righteous 
and sent to hell. There, in addition 
to other tortures, the worms that 

never sleep (left) are waiting for 
them and they will be tormented 

by snakes and eternal fire (right). It 
was an opportunity for painters to 
show a naked human body, which 

was very rarely painted in these 
times. 

161 
Many sinners, called by Hades 
to enter into the unquenchable 
fire, were painted in the fiery riv
er. The Lord of the Darkness sits 
on a monster with two heads and 

gaping jaws, on the neck and on 
the tail, turned toward the sinners. 
The painting is a great example of 
the widespread medieval fiction. 
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162 
Unique in the Christian world, 
the Decani fresco of Christ with 
the sword. 

Decani were not just a collection of themes and of the iconography of the late medi
eval paintings, but also the work of an exceptional and comprehensive meaning. Its 
frescoes bear the testimony of the turbulent times of Serbian history embodied in the 
portraits of the ruler and his family - Dusan's understanding of the authority, his re
lationship to the ancestors and his father, the representations of crown prince Uros 
and half-brother Simeon, Dusan's great conquest of Greek countries that found the 
reflection in the inscriptions next to his portraits, the coronation of Emperor Dusan, 
the first signs of holiness on the grave of his father which led to the emergence of 
different images of Stefan in the Decani church. It was the time of the first Serbian 
Archbishop and Patriarch Joanikije, the time marked by the efforts of the first hegu
men of Decani Arsenije to build and paint the church. They were all painted here, 
some of them even several times, or were mentioned to in ceremonial inscriptions. 

The offering of the newly built church to Christ in Decani assembled a large num
ber of portraits, not only of the founders, but also of their carefully chosen ances
tors and descendants. The founder's composition is painted on the south wall of 
the naos. Stefan of Decani who conceived Decani and began building it, and his 
son Dusan, who finished it and decorated with frescoes, hold between them the 
painting of the church - displayed frontally in order to emphasize the equality of 
the two founders - with Christ blessing them with both hands from the sky. On 
their left side there are the images of Simeon Nemanja, St. Sava and King Milutin, 
while on the other side on the west wall there are the images of young King Uros, 
Queen Jelena and Simeon, Dusan's half-brother. No matter how solemn and official, 
the founder's composition had the atmosphere of the family closeness: the father 
and son offer a common gift to God, the progenitors and holy ancestors intercede 
for them, while the Queen and the sons of both founders are indirectly introduced 
into the benefactors' work, creating thus the idealized image of the harmony and 
piety of the Nemanjic dynasty. The benefactors of Decani were once again painted 
together above the entrance to the naos of the church, both slightly bow under the 
enormous bust of Christ the Pantocrator, who from the open Gospel sends them 
the redeeming words: "I am the door. If anyone enters by me, he will be saved and 
will go in and out and find pasture:' This evangelical message speaks of salvation 
through Christ and by Christ - the text and painting testify that the offering and 
petitions of the founders are accepted because Christ blesses them, while a cherub 
hands them scrolls, a symbolic proof of God's words and His will. 

As soon as the body of Stefan of Decani began to manifest the signs of sanctity 
with fragrance and miracles - which happened in 1343 at the time of painting the 
church - the relics were removed from the grave and placed in front of the iconos
tasis. Then on the wall over the coffin with the relics of the King, his first saintly fig
ure was painted. Here he is also represented offering the Decani church to Christ, 
and in return asking Him to be merciful to him and to his son, Serbian King Ste-
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163 
Danilo, the second hegumen of 
Decani, is painted in the south 
nave of the naos of the church, ad
dressing in a prayer to Christ in 
a segment of the sky. There are 
no historical data of him, but he 
might have replaced hegurnen Ar
senije immediately after the com
pletion of Decani, because he is 
painted in a place that was left un
painted for his expected portrait. 

164 
The patrons of Decani highly re
spected St. Simeon and St. Sava; 
they mentioned them in their 
charters and had them painted in 
several places in the church. This 
representative double portrait of St. 
Simeon and St. Sava is placed on 
the south wall of the naos, near the 
founder's composition with Stefan 
ofDecani and Stefan Dusan. 
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fan Dusan. On the other hand, Dusan as the benefactor also got the privilege to 
be painted several times in Decani. First, with his wife and son, he was portrayed 
in the final scene of the Akathist in the apse of the south side chapel next to the 
icon of the Virgin, and as soon as he became an Emperor in the spring of 1346 he 
was painted on the north wall of the narthex, again with his wife Jelena and their 
son Uros. Finally, at the time of finishing the painting of the Decani church, dur-
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165 
In front of us there is one of the 
most beautiful portraits of King 
Stefan Dusan and his family, his 
wife Jelena and son Urns, who are 
painted within the final scene of 
the Akathist. The painting shows 
Easter festivities at the court around 
the icon of the Virgin Hodegetria, 
which the ruling family always at
tended. 

166 
The Family Tree of the Nemanjic 
Dynasty on the east wall of the nar
thex celebrates King Stefan Dusan, 
showing his holy origin and under
lying his divine power. The paint
ing shows all Nemanja's descen
dants, with Dusan at the top of the 
family tree. Their position and ap
pearance were undoubtedly created 
at the King's request. 







167 
During the ten years of the paint
ing of the church, several painters 
worked in Decani. One of those 
who worked in the dome space 
changed his manner of work in 
the lower zones. The Turning Wa
ter into Wine - a part of the Wed
ding at Cana - was painted with 
careful drawing, consistent strokes 
and bright colors. 

ing 1346 and 1347, a very solemn Family Tree of the Nemanjic Dynasty was paint
ed on the east wall of the narthex. Such a composition appeared first in 1320-1321 
in Gracanica - there it glorified his grandfather Milutin, while here it celebrated 
Emperor Stefan Dusan. The purpose of this illustration was to emphasize the lon
gevity and holy origin of the Serbian ruling family, whose offspring was Emperor 
Dusan, and to show that his authority, like that of his ancestors, rested on family 
right and the blessing of God. The Decani fresco mostly repeats the structure and 
appearance of the composition of the earlier monuments, Gracanica and Pee; but 
in its highest zone there are the images of Emperor Dusan, and his father Stefan of 
Decani and the son-heir to the throne Uros standing around him. Christ Emman
uel here blesses Stefan Dusan and his ancestors, while two angels offer him a loros 
and a crown, the signs of divine power and imperial dignity. 

Other benefactors of Decani were also painted on the walls of the church. An un
known nobleman, perhaps master builder Georgije, who with his brothers built the 
refectory and the tower over the entrance to the monastery, which is mentioned in 
the second and third Decani Charter, was the benefactor of the side chapel of St. 
George in the narthex. He is displayed above the sarcophagus, humbly approach
ing Christ on the throne and offering Him his side chapel, while the patron of the 
church, St. George intercedes for him, with his left hand protectively placed on the 
shoulder of the young benefactor, and with the right hand recommending him to 
Christ. Hegumen Arsenije also found an intercessor in his holy namesake, famous 
hermit Arsenius, on a fresco in the altar area in the passage to the north side cha
pel. Arsenije is portrayed in Decani in one more place, as well; namely, on the west 
wall of the narthex there are the images of the Archbishop of Serbia of that time, 
Joanikije and St. Sava, while the first Decani hegumen addresses them with hands 
outstreched in prayer. 

In addition to the previously mentioned compositions, St. Simeon Nemanja is also 
painted next to the stone throne in the naos, while St. Sava is portrayed in the apse 
of the north chapel with his successor Archbishop Arsenje. A little after 1347 the 
second hegumen of Decani, Danilo got his portrait in the south side chapel, in sup
plication turned toward Christ who blesses him from a corner of the sky. 

Seen in their entirety, the Decani frescoes represent the summary of themes and 
iconography of the late Byzantine and medieval Serbian painting, and one might 
say that they at the same time summarize the painting solutions of the first half 
of the 14th century. The intention to expose the whole history of salvation in visu
al language was an unprecedented undertaking, and in such a form it would never 
be repeated again. Those who ordered and those who created the program for the 
frescoes in Decani wanted to achieve the persuasiveness of Christian truth by com
prehensiveness, and painters exposed it in clear and comprehensible language. In 
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168 
Decani contain surprisingly large 
number of painted frescoes that 
are sometimes as a whole wrong
ly evaluated. In order to perceive 
their beauty, one should look close 
at them - thus even the angel of 
the fresco of the Myrrhbearers at 
Christ's Tomb would seem as a de
cent piece of art. 





doing so, the iconography and art have never collided, but rather merged into one 
very consistent expression driven more by relentless logic, and less by sensibility. 
The task to expose such an extensive program so lucidly and clearly left the paint
ers little choice. It seems that the artists, who were to paint Decani, were selected 
due to their ability to paint frescoes quickly and accurately, without going into the 
unknown. That is the reason why those painters who had unique ideals and pos
sessed a subtle feeling for beautiful, harmonious and refined artistic expression par
ticularly stood among them out. 
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169 
The painter of the cycle of the 
Acts painted a very interesting 
Conversion of Apostle Paul. Un
der the name of Saul he is firs 
depicted being given the com
mandment to go to Damascus 
and punish the Christians; on 
the road, Christ appears to him 
from heaven and Saul was blind
ed by the divine light; final
ly, blinded Saul is led to the city 
where he would be baptized. 

170 
The Nativity of Christ is created 
by an artist who painted the ma
jor part of the domed space of the 
church. He nurtured bright paint
ing, correct drawing and was prone 
to introducing vivid details, such as 
the vessel with water on the hearth, 
a colorful towel in the bathing scene, 
Christ's swaddling clothes and ori
ental turbans of the wise men. 

The presentation of carefully arranged and extensively painted decoration required 
heartless subordination of paintings to words. Only the best painters managed to ful
ly reconcile them, while others too often remained powerless against the demands of 
iconography. Thus, for example, Christ's sufferings were presented by simply lining 
up the paintings on the available surfaces of the walls and pillars; their compositions 
sometimes remained dissected, divided between two neighboring areas, crammed 
or stretched. Some frescoes barely touched the border of energetic, exciting and re
fined art. On the walls of Decani, however, there are many beautifully painted fres
coes, coated with the patina of golden and darker tones, or painted in transparent 
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bright colors. Elegant, clear and balanced paintings of the Akathist come in touch 
with the solemn and carefully painted portraits of rulers or Decani hegumens, on 
which the official representativeness does not overshadow the life ardor and intel
lectual power of those portrayed. On the Decani frescos there are, living side by side, 
the late classicism of good painters in the west bays of the naos - with its harmony 
of shapes and colors, balance and prudence - and the unrest of hundreds of agitat
ed figures with impossible poses and dramatic gestures in the narthex, which attract 
attention with their directness and unique realism of expression. 

These differences arise from the fact that many artists of different views and knowl
edge worked simultaneously or in succession on illustrating the church, which last
ed for about 10 years. There were among them a lot of unskillful painters - they 
painted the Ecumenical Councils in the narthex, or martyrs on the pilasters in the 
naos; there were average artist - their works are the Genesis, the bigger part of the 
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171 
The initial scene of the Akathist 
of the Virgin is created by a very 
talented artist. He painted per
fectly the wise men on the horses 
and an angel who leads them and 
shows them the star in the sky. 



172 
The painter of the Healing of a 
Man with Dropsy followed the 
patterns created at the beginning 
of the 14th century; he created in
teresting compositions, but rarely 
managed to rise above mediocrity. 

cycle of St. Nicholas and the frescoes in the prothesis; much better painters worked 
in the altar area, and their work varied in the manner and quality, which is especial
ly noticeable in the domed space. A remarkably unique manner of painting dem
onstrated the artists of the larger part of the Calendar or those who painted the 
Akathist and some figures in the south side chapel. While the painters of the cycle 
of St. Demetrius, the lower parts of the Acts and the Old Testament theme in the 
naos were among the best artists of that time. The painters of the Second Coming 
of Christ and of the Dormition of the Virgin also belong to the same group. In
consistency of the quality is, therefore, one the most striking feature of the Decani 
frescoes, which is not unusual for such a large church where many painters worked. 

The common characteristic for all Decani painters is that they more or less adhered 
to the classicism of the first decades of the 14 th century with its masterpieces in the 
mosaics, frescoes and icons in Constantinople, Thessaloniki, and Serbia. Among 
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the faithful followers of this art there were good and gifted painters whose works 
are the best proof of how far - until the middle of the century - one could possi
bly go in creative breakthroughs and transformations. They are to be joined by the 
Decani painter of the Second Coming of Christ, who adopted all major features of 
classicist manner of painting - from clear composition based on symmetry or bal
ance, refined and beautiful characters, up to artfully matched colors, especially in 
their warm nuances. Extensive use of gold did not for a moment take this painter 
into decorativeness, while the sense of proportion led him toward careful subor
dination of a detail to the whole. Given the fact that he worked in Decani around 
1345, it could be said without hesitation that he was the last great representative of 
classicist painting of the first half of the 14th century. 

The effort to maintain the old and distinctive painting, with carefully arranged corn -
positions, and colors arranged in the same manner, marked many Serbian and Byz
antine monuments of the time, but the forms on their frescoes grew more and more 
empty, their appearance and proportions less refined, lines grew more exaggerat
ed, while the painted architecture and landscape were burdened with decoration 
and began to live their own lives independent of the unity of the painting, while 
the colors gradually lost their previous gentleness and freshness . All this had al
ready been seen in the Church of the Virgin in the Patriarchate of Pee shortly before 
1337. The majority of the Decani artists painted in this manner, satisfied with the 
inherited knowledge and trying not to repeat the external effects of the classicism 
painting. Therefore, their frescoes often lacked the natural connection among cer
tain parts of a painting, and an artificial construction prevailed. In addition, their 
drawing would momentarily slip into an awkward improvisation and unnecessary 
deformation, while the arrogant line would frequently impress into the forms de
priving them of their weight, and without giving them lightness. 

Fortunately, there were different and better painters in Decani, able not only to 
understand the high art of the previous generation, but also to creatively follow it 
and largely remodel it. The painter of light and airy scenes of the first part of the 
Akathist, of slender figures surrounded by ample green and blue landscapes, creat
ed several works of impressive lightness and freshness. The painter who completed 
the Akathist did not much lag behind him, and although his drawing and propor
tions were sometimes insecure, he was talented to brilliantly record the picturesque 
details of the scenes of the famous icon of the Virgin Hodegetria in Constantino
ple. His are also the great portraits of Serbian kings and their families in the south 
part of the church. The painter who worked in the lower zones of the west bays 
of the naos and in the north side chapel occupies an honorable place of the art of 
the mid-fourteenth century. His good sense for colors and dark tones in the imag
es of holy men definitely leads to the models from the beginning of the third de
cade, such as were the frescoes of painter Jovan in the Church of St. Demetrius in 
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173 
The artist, whose diligently creat
ed works - the Virgin with Christ 
and the Wedding at Cana - we 
have seen around the stone throne 
in the naos, painted also in the 
higher church wnes. This de
tail from the Mocking of Christ 
shows his unrestricted approach 
to a painting, which in the repre
sentations of the players and danc
ers gets closer to the appearance of 
a much later genre. 
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174 
This painter, or his close co
worker, painted some of the mir
acles of)esus Christ. The detail of 
the Healing of Peter's Mother-in
Law contains the same grouping 
of figures, light colors with occa
sional stronger accents, and tonal 
figure modeling in cold nuanc
es of colors, but it was all in the 
spirit of the best art of the mid
fourteenth century. 

Pee. The painter of the major part of the Calendar in the narthex also belongs to 
the circle of the skilful Decani painters. He got rid of the danger and restraints of 
academicism by bolder introduction of movement in his paintings, casual breaking 
of forms, more unrestricted composition, and by abandoning its usual balance. His 
sound, intrusive and in directness sometimes disquieting painting received the fi
nal chord in the excellent portraits of King Stefan Dusan and his family in the nar
thex, or in the figures of angels and holy monks around them. So far, only his fres
cos found their counterparts in Lesnovo and Lesak, so similar that one could think 
he had painted them. The frescoes on the arch between the naos and narthex of 
the Holy Apostles in Pee also resemble his works; they were created nearly at the 
same time as the paintings in Decani. It seems that the artist was a native, which 
might also be supported by the inscriptions on his frescoes which contain certain 
words of common folk speech. 

It is hard to provide more accurate facts about the origin of other painters in Decani. 
The best ones from the naos are only believed to have come from a larger Byzantine 
center. This is indicated by the look of their frescoes and quite rare use of the Greek 
language, as well as by some mistakes in the inscriptions in Serbian. It is also sig
nificant that among the holy martyrs an important place was given to those whose 
cults were developed in Thessaloniki or in its immediate surroundings, and that 
the buildings of this town were quite accurately displayed in the scenes of the cy
cle of St. Demetrius. 

Stefan of Decani chose the best builders to raise his sepulchral church and the mon
astery around it, while Stefan Dusan also tried to bring painters capable to create 
frescoes astonishing for their quantity and their external splendor. The beauty of the 
church was completed with expensive colors, with azure blue background, and gold 
that ran from the top of the dome to the floor of the church, over the clothes and 
nimbi of the saints, painted weapons and furniture, pots, and books. Apart from 
a few monuments with gold background of the frescoes, in the whole Byzantine 
world there are no wall paintings with so much gold which to the Decani church 
bestowed divine light, while with its wealth it glorified and celebrated its founders. 
All this left a great impression on the contemporaries, who - as the chronicler of the 
first half of the 15th century - enthusiastically wrote that the Decani church with its 

"beauty surpasses every thought and it would take more than a year to describe if' 
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175 
The altar rails in the main part 
of the church and in the north 
side chapel were planned even 
during the time of the construc
tion of Decani, and they were 
made by the masters who made 
the rest of the stone furniture in 
the church and carved the deco
rations on the facades. The icons 
were placed on the iconostases 
at the time of the paining of the 
church, around 1343. 

176 
The icons on the main iconosta
sis are preserved at their original 
locations. The Virgin, marked as 
the Mother of God, was paint
ed as Eleusa type and shown 
with the infant Christ in the ten
der embrace. The Virgin and the 
icons of St. Nicholas are char
acterized by a perfect drawing, 
bright saturated colors and strong 
lyrical expression. 



Icono stases 

The stonecutters gathered around master 
builder Fra Vita created two stone iconos
tases in the central part of the church and 

in the side chapel of St. Demetrius. The painters 
who painted the church also made the icons on 
this iconostasis. All four original icons on the 
main iconostasis of the church are very well pre
served: Jesus Christ, the Virgin with the Infant 
Christ, John the Baptist and St. Nicholas. The 
icon of Archangel Gabriel, which is now kept in 
the monastery treasury, apparently belonged to 
the iconostasis in the north chapel. 

Created during the painting of Decani, these 
icons were the masterpieces of their creators, 
who inclined to classicist expression and calm 
drawing. However, some unexpected move
ment or a redundant stroke appeared on the 
icons, particularly of St. Nicholas and St. John 
the Baptist, which made them look more ex
pressive, and gives us the reason to think that 
they were created by the fresco painter who 
painted the frescoes in the central part of the 
naos, with the appropriate adjustment to the 
tempera method on panel. What connects the 
icons with the frescoes is the way of painting 
incarnadines and clothes, rather hard drawing 
typical for painting on fresh plaster, and the 
thick, opaque layers of paint. In addition to 
being the works of high artistic value, among 
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which the Virgin with the Christ is the most beautiful one, they are priceless also 
for being one of the earliest examples of the main icons preserved in their original 
place on the iconostasis. 

The icons are located in the usual places: the Virgin Eleusa and Christ the Panto
crator are next to the entrance to the altar area ( where there once probably were 
the royal doors), while next to them are St. Nicholas and St. John the Baptist. It is 
believed that the icons were painted and placed on the iconostasis around 1343, at 
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177 
The icons of St. Nicholas and the 
Virgin are placed in the north in
tercolumniations of the iconos
tasis, which certainly was not 
accidentally - they were placed 
above the reliquary of Stefan of 
Decani, which originally stood 
beneath these icons, and St. 
Nicholas and the Virgin were the 
King's intercessors before Christ. 

178 
In the south part of the iconos
tasis there are the icons of Jesus 
Christ (slightly damaged in the 
middle) and of John the Baptist, 
which with the other two icons 
make a unique Deesis. The main 
icons on the iconostasis belong 
to the oldest preserved examples 
of such icons not only in Serbia 
but also in the entire Byzantine 
world. 



the time Stefan of Decani was proclaimed a saint. His relics were then transferred 
to a luxurious coffin before the altar area, which was placed - unlike it was the cus
tom - north of the iconostasis (much later it was moved to the south where it is 
now) so that Stefan's relics could be in front of the icon of St. Nicholas, the saint 
who was highly respected by the Decani founder, and in whose intercession he im -
mensely trusted. We believe that in order to emphasize on the painting the side 
chapel of St. Nicholas, they deviated from the faithful representation of the Decani 
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church in Stefan's hands. The King's portrait was located above the coffin with his 
relics, while Stefan's beautiful and for that place suitable prayer to Christ was writ
ten on the fresco. 

Before the end of the 16th century the monastery brotherhood decided to build a 
new iconostasis in front of the old one, in the form popular in Greek and Serbi
an churches of that period. It was an expensive project and its creation took a long 
time. First, the icon painter Longin, who cooperated with the Decani monks from 
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179 
The icon of St. John the Baptist 
is painted nicely, but somewhat 
harder and more linear than oth
er icons, which proves that the 
painters of the icons on the ico
nostasis were those painters who 
at the same time painted the 
frescoes in the Decani church. In 
order to be sure of that, it is suf
ficient to compare this icon with 
the fresco of St. John in the naos 
(photo 152). 

180 
The same can also be observed 
on the icon of Archangel Gabri
el, which is quite similar to the 
frescoes in the naos and the altar 
area of the church. It was proba
bly originally situated on the al
tar rail in the north side chapel, 
where there are no more icons 
from the 14th century. The icon 
of Archangel Gabriel is now kept 
in the monastery treasury. 
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181 
The present appearance of the 
iconostasis shows that it is com
posed of parts from different peri
ods: the stone partition and main 
icons date from the 14th century, 
the royal doors from the second 
half of the 16th century, while 
the cross dates from the end of 
the same century. By the middle 
of the last century the iconosta
sis contained two large Longin's 
icons and the Deesis. 

182 
The Lamentation was painted 
in 1593/1594 at the foot of the 
large iconostasis cross: The Vir
gin, John the Theologian, Joseph, 
Nicodemus and Mary Magda
lene lament over the dead Christ, 
while the crying angels fly to
wards them. 



1572, was entrusted with creating the lower part of the iconostasis. He painted two 
large main icons, Christ the Pantocrator and the Virgin Eleusa, with the inten
tion to screen with them the older stone iconostasis from the 14th century. Christ 
and the Virgin are shown on the thrones, surrounded by the figures of the apos
tles and prophets. The images clearly show the characteristics of Longin's manner 
of painting, especially the apostles and prophets, while in the central areas of the 
icons there are some drawing mistakes he usually made when trying to create large
format paintings. Longin painted also the Annunciation on the extremely nicely 
carved royal doors, and signed below Archangel Gabriel. At that time or a bit lat
er, on the back of the doors he painted St. Nicholas and Stefan of Decani, repeat
ing in this way their connection from the iconostasis and the space in front of the 
altar area from the 14th century. 
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183 
The cross, over four meters high, 
is one of the earliest of such 
crosses in Serbian art and rep
resents an excellent wood carv
ing and painting achievement. 
All carvings are gold-plated and 
painted blue and red. It is the 
work of a local master, and his 
inspiration by Decani is revealed 
in the ornaments around the 
cross and side icons. 

184 
On the cross there are the paint
ings of the crucified Christ and 
the symbols of the evangelists, 
with the Virgin and John the 
Theologian on the sides, and the 
Lamentation at the base. They 
were painted by a great master, as 
evidenced by the image of Apos
tle John. His nimbus is decorated 
with vines, palmettes and rose
buds, imitating thus a gold mount. 

The Deesis was created by other artists. First, an unknown carver made three wood 
boards with tripartite pointed arches on spiral columns, and surmounted them with 
a frieze of blind arcades. In such framed fields some inept painter painted the Dee
sis with the half-length figure of Christ, the Virgin, John the Baptist and the twelve 
apostles. Although their figures somewhat resemble Longin's, still they were paint
ed in significantly different and much inferior manner. 

The most beautiful part of the iconostasis is a large cross on top from 1593/1594, 
over four meters high and almost three and a half meters wide. It is undoubted-
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185 
On the royal doors the famous 
painter Longin painted the An
nunciation and signed on it. Even 
if there was not Longin's signa
ture, it would be easy to recognize 
his distinctive manner which is 
characterized by light elongated 
figures, translucent green, blue 
and red col ors, and stylized arch i
tecture in the background. 

186 
The royal doors represent a great 
work of woodcarving. A dou
ble, thickly interwoven band 
fringes the fields with icons and 
large flowers, while the vines 
with three palmettes each come 
down from two big roses in the 
arch parts of both door leaves. 
The royal doors belong to our 
most beautiful works of wood
carving art. 
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187 
The iconostasis in the north chapel 
was erected in the early 19th cen
tury. It is decorated with wood
carvings and is gold-plated in the 
manner of the Balkan Baroque 
which dominated then in the 
south Serbian areas under the ju
risdiction of the Patriarchate of 
Constantinople. The icons on it 
were made by Simeon and Alek
sije Lazovic from Bijelo Polje from 
1813 to 1814. 

188 
Simeon and Aleksije Lazovic 
painted in the spirit of the late Ba
roque period, in which they man
aged to create a personal very dec
orative and appealing style. On 
the Decani iconostasis they cre
ated a huge thematic program us
ing Stemmatographia by Hristo
for Zefarovic. The inscription on 
the coat of arms of the Nemanjic 
dynasty is also borrowed from 
this book. 



ly one of the most beautiful works of the art of wood carving and painting of the 
16th century in Serbia. The Metropolitan of Prizren Mihaila took care of its creation, 
which was financially supported not only by the Decani brotherhood, but also by 
some other contributors whose names are inscribed on the cross. The cross stands 
on a wide foot between two stylized and confronted dragons; the arms of the cross 
end in star-shaped fields, and are surrounded by a luxurious carved ornaments with 
motifs of a lily, palmettes and cones, arranged symmetrically and very harmonious
ly; over the tails of the dragons there are two icons fringed by densely set lily petals. 
All carved decorations are gilded and painted blue and red. On the painted areas 
there are the representations of the crucified Christ, the symbols of the evangelists, 
the Virgin and John the Theologian, while the Lamentation of Christ is painted 
at the foot. The icons represent the work of a great painter - the forms are creat
ed with supple lines, and saturated and densely applied nuances of blue, green and 
red. It is unknown who were the creators of this great carving and painting piece 
of work in Decani; it is only assumed that one of them was icon painter Andreja 
who created the frescoes in the Pee narthex. A year later these same artists created 
also a luxurious and sophisticatedly painted iconostasis in the Church of the Holy 
Apostles in the Patriarchate of Pee which was ordered by Patriarch Jovan. 
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189 
St. Stefan ofDecani and St. Nich
olas were painted at unknown 
date on the back of the royal 
doors. The painting of the back 
of the doors is an extremely rare 
practice, which here could be ex
plained by the connection of the 
Decani founder with St. Nich
olas. It is thought that the au
thor of these paintings could be 
painter Longin. 

In the 1930s the Decani iconostasis from the 16th century was disassembled - ex
cept the painted cross - and moved to the monastery treasury, while the original 
icons from the 14th century were put back on the stone altar partition. 

The new iconostases in the side chapel of St. Demetrius and St. Nicholas were erect
ed at the beginning of the 19th century, through the efforts of Archimandrite Dani
lo and hegumen Hajji Zaharija. First, the carved screens were made by master Tra
jko Rekalija from Mijacka, after that the icons on them were painted by Aleksije 
Lazovic from Bijelo Polje, who was initially helped by father priest Simeon. First, 
the iconostasis in the north chapel was made (1813-1814) with the help of Peter 
and his son Stojan from Prizren, while the iconostasis in the south side chapel was 
completed in 1818. 

The program of the paintings on the altar partition in the side chapel of St. Deme
trius is very extensive. Among the main icons there is one with the images of St. 
Simeon and St. Sava, while St. Stefan of Decani is painted on the royal doors, and 
in the higher zones there are the icons of the apostles and various, mostly Serbi
an, saints, painted chiefly according to Zefarovic's graphic templates. One slightly 
narrower iconostasis in the chapel of St. Nicholas contains fewer icons - in addi
tion to the main icons, there are also the Feasts and the prophets displayed on it in 
two rows. Here also appears the figure of St. Stefan of Decani, while the main icon 
of St. Nicholas ( the creation of which was paid by Vuca Mikovic from the village 
of Locane) was painted according to the hagiographic icon of this saint, which had 
been painted in the 1620s by painters Kyr Kozma and Georgije for Decani hegu
men Diomidije. 

Aleksije Lazovic painted in the spirit of the late Balkan Baroque. He dressed the tra
ditional iconography in seemingly luxurious and fluttering forms, decorated with 
patterns and dense folds of clothes of beautiful looking saints, surrounded by pic
turesque pseudo-Baroque furniture and vedute in the background. With gentle 
and lightened nuances of green, pink, blue and purple, and with saccharine atmo
sphere that emanates from his icon, Lazovic did not manage to conceal his rou -
tine manner, the lack of noble drawing and superficiality of composition. However, 
the external luster of his paintings and intrusive decorativeness combine perfect
ly with the surrounding gilded woodcarving of entangled lines, intertwined leaves 
and flowers and the occasional animal or human figure in them. The Decani ico
nostases express the atmosphere of the art of the Balkans from the mid-eighteenth 
to mid-nineteenth centuries, when the perfection of craft, the external glitter and 
superficial beauty were appreciated above all. 
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190 
The Decani treasury is the richest 
among the monastery collections 
in Serbia. It contains very valu
able works of our applied art from 
the 14th to the 19th century, and it 
reveals not only the creation in 
the monastery and the centuries
old collecting of the most beauti
ful liturgical items, but also the 
attitude of the Decani monks to
wards them. 

191 
The oldest works in the treasury 
date from the first century of 
the monastery life and are relat
ed to its founders. The first reli
quary of St. Stefan ofDecani (left, 
a detail) represents an outstand
ing artistic achievement; howev
er, the younger reliquary from 
1848 is also interesting, and con
tains the scenes from the life of 
the Holy King (right) created in 
plique-a-jour technique. 



THE TREASURY 

Although life in Decani has been thriving 
almost without interruption for nearly 
seven hundred years, its valuables were 

taken away and disappeared from the monas
tery in the turbulent times and ransackings; 
some were given away to other churches, or 
were lost in many different ways. But worn out 
and lost items were replaced by new ones, so 
that Decani still possesses the richest and most 
valuable treasury of all Serbian monasteries. 

It seems that the gifts which King Stefan of 
Decani gave to his monastery have not been 
preserved, although the memory of them as of 
the gifts of the first founders has been preserved 
in tradition, and concerns the most valuable 
monastery relics. This tradition is not with
out the grounds, because it can be confirmed 
by historical data, or assumed due to the look 
of some works of art in the treasury. Thus, for 
example, there is no doubt that the reliquary 
coffin of St. Stefan of Decani, carved, colored, 
and once in silver mounting, was just the one 
in which his relics were laid when in 1343 they 
were taken out of the grave and placed in front 
of the iconostasis. 

The spiritual pivot of the monastery was and 
still is Stefan of Decani and his relics. On the 
chest of the Holy King still lies an icon from 
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the early 17th century showing Christ's image on the veil, while some of the most 
precious relics that the monastery possessed were entered into the coffin: Christ's 
hairs, the particle of the Holy Cross, Stefan's blood in cruciform reliquary, and par
ticles of relics of various saints. Patriarch Arsenije IV and Bishop Jovan Georgijevic 
bestowed to Stefan's coffin a shroud interwoven with gold, while Prince Milos 
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192 
The reliquary with the relics of 
Stefan ofDecani contained also 
other great sanctities that the 
monastery possessed. This small 
icon of Jesus Christ, which rep
resents an iconographic type of 
the image of Savior Not-Made
By-Hands on a cloth, is laid on 
the chest of the Holy King. The 
icon is a beautiful work of art 
from the 17th century. 

193-194 
The floor standing candleholder 
from the 14th century is the old
est piece of metal furniture in 
the Decani church. It has cast li
ons at the foot, and a cubic ex
pansion at the top with engraved 
birds and I ii ies. It is almost cer
tain that it was made in a local 
workshop, and that it is the work 
of the masters of the Decani 
bronze choros. 



Obrenovic donated ten thousand groschens for the restoration of the reliquary. The 
creation of the new coffin was paid by Prince Aleksandar Karadordevic, Metropoli
tan of Belgrade Petar and Bishop ofJenopolje Antim, into which the relics of Stefan 
were transferred in 1849; before that the wood carving on it was made by masters 
from Debar, and its interior was painted by icon painter Anastas. Precious shrouds 
for the reliquary were also donated by Jovan Tomic from Sarajevo (1830) and To
manija Obrenovic (1861) for the repose of the soul of her husband and her only 
son. While those who received help by the Holy King bestowed to his relics votive 
gifts; among the preserved gifts there are dozens of items of silver and filigree, and 
among them a dozen small cradles, because it was believed that St. Stefan especial
ly helped barren women. 

The Decani church was from the beginning decorated with tastefully made furni
ture. Beneath the dome today hangs a great bronze choros with playful shapes and 
imaginative perforated decorations; it was a gift of King Stefan Dusan, and around 
1400 it was repaired by Princess Milica (nun Evgenija) with her son Stefan, whose 
name on it has remained to this day. In the church there was a nice gothic hang
ing chandelier from the 15th century, and before the sanctuary another one, more 
modest, made in the Renaissance style. Around the entrance to the altar area there 
stood two tall candleholders; only one survived, casted and cut in bronze, rest-
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ing on lions and decorated with plique-a-jour representations of birds and lilies; it 
seems to have been made at the same time and by the same craftsmen as the chan
delier. The two huge candles could also belong to original church possessions, if 
not the entire candles, then their lower parts with stone bases and wooden subse
quently painted candlesticks. There were many oil lamps hanging in the church, of 
which now there are about a hundred in the treasury, made of bronze and silver; 
mainly originating from the 18th and 19th centuries, although among them there 
are also some older ones. 

In the Decani church there also was from the beginning various wood furniture, 
but due to the crumbly material it easily deteriorated and was replaced by new. One 
of the oldest today is the hegumen's table from the first years of the monastery -
it looks like a stone seat in the church, with the backrest ending in an arch and 
curved armrests, while its panelled sides are decorated with circular rosettes, pet
als and entwined motifs. The seats for monks, mutually linked with the balustres or 
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195-196 
The wooden throne from the 14th 

century has been standing to this 
day in the place it was made for. It 
was created similarly to the near
by marble throne, but contains 
richly decorated sides in low re
lief with motifs of animals shown 
affronte, rosettes and an extraor
dinary interwoven double band 
ending in flowers. 

197-199 
Various pieces of wooden furni
ture were used at liturgies, such as 
these tables and analogions made 
of precious woods and richly dec
orated with bone inlay. The old
est and most beautiful item is the 
heptagonal table (left) from the 
end of the 14th or early 15th cen
tury, made of beech wood with 
cherry wood inlay. 



lattice fields, are much younger and are similar to stasidias in other monasteries in 
the Balkans, particularly those well preserved at Mount Athos. Among the tables 
that served different purposes in the church, only several exceptionally made have 
been preserved in the treasury. The oldest one dates from the late 14th or early 15th 

century, it is decorated with turning, intarsia and painting, and is one of the finest 
examples of this kind of medieval furniture; it harmoniously comprises the char
acteristics of Byzantine, Moravian and oriental methods. The other table, probably 
made at the very end of the 17th century, is characterized by intarsia of bones and 
fine arrangement of colored wood, and is probably the work of the masters from 
Herzegovina. In the church there is a cross of elder Nestor from Belaja cell, which 
he ordered from hieromonk Nikodim in 1564/1565. The cross with its step-like 
base is two and a half meters tall, and on the one side the hymns to Cross and Je
sus Christ are engraved, while on the other the Holy Cross is painted and there are 
numerous abbreviations of mystical meaning written around it. 
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200 
The cross of elder Nestor dates 
from 1564/1565 and is now 
placed on the north side before 
the sanctuary. Nestor was an en
ergetic superior of Belaja hermit
age of whom valuable data have 
survived. Hieromonk Nikodim, 
who "inscribed" this cross, re
corded on the postament his 
name as well. 

201 
The cross was cut into yew tree 
and colored on both sides. On 
its front there are circular or
naments, among them there are 
decorative carved letters of the 
praise to the Holy Cross, while 
on its flat back side there are 
painted ornamental intertwined 
bands, a cross, a crown and a 
sponge, and there are many ab
breviations of the crucifix letters. 

The relics of St. Stefan of Decani have always been the most important holy object 
in the monastery, and they are still located in front of the iconostasis in the church. 
However, Decani possessed other highly venerated relics as well. Two icons were 
considered miraculous: the Virgin Pelagonitissa, from the second half of the 14th 

century, and the Mother of God the Three Hands from the 19th century, whose cult 
was probably transferred from Chilandar, although the Decani icon does not re
peat the appearance of the Chilandar miracle-working one. The monastery kept a 
large number of relics of saints; some relics were set in reliquaries or were kept in 
coffers of wood or silver: the jaw bone of St. Gregory of Nyssa is set in gilded fil
igree in 1755; the blood of Stefan of Decani, and the relics of St. Panteleimon, St. 
Alypius the Stylite and Unmercenary Healers were kept in the reliquary with the 
particle of the Holy Cross, while the relics of St. Charalambos and St. Thomas the 
Apostle were kept in another reliquary. The arm of St. King Dragutin (monk Teok
tist) is kept in a silver reliquary from the first half of the 19th century, while the rel
ics of St. Martyrius are kept in another one from the same time. The relics of Saint 
George of Kratovo are placed in a small reliquary of walnut wood with mother of 
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pearl, from the end of the 17th or early 18th century, while the arm of Saint Nice
tas is placed in a coffer form the second half of the 19th century. It should be noted 
that a small particle of the relics of Saint Sava was also kept in the monastery, in the 
cross with the particles of the Holy Cross which was carried while collecting alms. 

The monastery possessed holy crosses from the time it was founded, while some 
new ones were obtained later. Today, there are twenty-two, mostly standing ones, 
carved and set in silver or gold mounting. They are made by the technique of fili
gree and granulation, by embossing, chasing and engraving, and some are decorat
ed with enamel and precious or semi-precious stones. Their metal parts were pro
duced in goldsmith's workshops of Chiprovtsi, Vratsa, Sarajevo, Kratovo and Pee. 
The most valuable among them, as well as the most representative, is the cross of 
Emperor Dusan, which the tradition connects with the second founder of Decani. 
It could contain only the particle of the Holy Cross from the 14th century, while its 
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202-203 
The monastery has many relics 
of saints kept in ornate silver 
reliquaries. The reliquaries pre
sented here are the gifts of Ar
chimandrite Kalinik (left) and 
Joanikije Decanac (right) from 
1819 and 1820. 

204 
This large ornamented cross, 
which the tradition attributes to 
King Dusan, is particularly ven
erated in Decani. It is believed 
to be much younger than the 
14th century, but inside it there 
is an older small wooden cross 
that could be from the time of 
Dusan. The information that it is 
the King's gift to Decani was en
graved in the 18th century at the 
base of the cross. 
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205 
The core of the cross of Stefan of 
Decani, shrouded in many leg
ends, is made of carved wood, 
framed in silver and gold-plated 
metal and decorated with pre
cious stones probably at the end 
of the 17'h century. The lower 
parts of the cross were added lat
er; then the figures of St. Simeon, 
St. Sava and King Milutin were 
carved at its base. 

206 
Among the icons in the treasury, 
this icon of the Holy Trinity at
tracts a particular attention. It is 
composed in the form of a trian
gle which consists of three angels 
at the table, and behind them, 
similar to this scene, there is the 
aedicula with two trees bent to
wards it. Besides, the beautifully 
painted figures of angels and the 
yellow background classify this 
icon among the best works from 
the mid-sixteenth century. 
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wooden part and silver plating were created later. The cross of Stefan of Decani is 
similar to it; it is highly respected in the monastery, and was thought to be entirely 
made of the Holy Cross; in the late 17th century it was set in silver and gold-plated 
sheet metal and decorated with precious stones and a gem with the monogram of 
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207 
The icon of the Virgin Pelagoni
tissa is venerated as miraculous. 
Due to its softness of painting 
and fine overflow of pastel nu
ances it represents a remarkable 
work of art, equal to the most 
beautiful Byzantine icons of the 
second half of the 14th century. 
Its iconography repeats the fa
mous prototype from a monas
tery in Pelagonia. 

208 
The apparent warmth of the joy
ful embrace of the mother and 
the child is clouded by the mel
ancholy image of the Virgin. The 
icon emphasizes the thought of 
the forthcoming death of Christ, 
just as on the liturgy on the Holy 
Saturday the words of the Virgin, 
lamenting the dead son, combine 
with the recollection of the time 
when she kept Him as a child in 
her arms and hugged Him. 





Christ. The cross of the hieromonk Simeon Zivkovic is a beautiful goldsmith's work 
with dragons hanging from the side arms, and it has skillfully made representations 
of two prophets, seraphim and the symbols of the evangelists. Hegumen Hajji Dani
lo ordered a cross to be made in 1801 with the desire to repeat the appearance of 
the crosses of Emperor Dusan and Stefan of Decani, with characteristic towers on 
the arms and similarly plique-a-jour fields, and it imitated them even with the in
scription on the base. The cross of a goldsmith from Sarajevo, Sima Ristic Gabelic 
from 1806 is different, made of thick filigree decorations which cover both its han
dle and its bar. It was probably due to the personal desire of Decani hieromonks 
Serafim Ristic, Melentije, Kirilo Andrejevic and some unknown donors, that dur
ing the 19th century some more crosses were made which resembled the cross of 
Sima Gabelic. Among other church items, the dikirion and trikirion from the early 
19th century should be inevitably mentioned; they are the presents of Hajji Zahari
ja, shaped in the form of a dragon in the spirit of oriental and baroque stylization. 

In addition to the oldest and most beautiful icons on the iconostasis, there is in 
the Decani treasury a large and important collection of icons, the most important 
and richest among the monastery treasuries in Serbia. It was painted in the second 
half of the 14th century, when the aforementioned icon of the Virgin Pelagonitissa 
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209-210 
Painter Longin, a monk of the 
monastery of St. Nicholas on 
Tavor near Pee, in January 1572 
in Decani painted a number of 
choros icons painted on both 
sides. On one of them he pre
sented St. Theodosius the Ceno
biarch (left), and on the other St. 
Anthony the Great (right). He 
signed on both of them. 

211-212 
These two also belong to Lon
gin's choros icons: the Resurrec
tion (left) and the Nativity (right). 
Painted in 1572, they originate 
from the most mature period of 
Longin's creative work. Inspired 
by the works of earlier Serbi
an paintings, the artist carefully 
arranged the compositions and 
finely matched clean and reso
nant colors on them. 



probably arrived in Decani, as well. It was painted on both sides, although not at 
the same time - on one side the Virgin kisses the playful infant Christ, and on the 
other she mourns dead Christ; the representations are interrelated and connected 
with the text of the Lamentation of the Virgin sung on the Holy Saturday. The icon 
is a work of high artistic value, painted in calm colorful hues of ocher with tinges 
of red and white, while the colors on drapery, painted in nice contrast to the gold 
background, are somewhat stronger and more diverse. 

During the 15th and early 16th century icons sporadically arrived to the monastery, 
among which the icon of the Old Testament Trinity is the most beautiful one, spa
tially well-resolved, of clean composition, and in faded, almost transparent colors. 
Decani were enriched by far larger number of icons in the last decades of the 16th 

century. Most of them, at least on three occasions, were painted by famous painter 
Longin from Pee Monastery of St. Nicholas on Tavor. His earliest works in Decani 
were choros icons from 1572, six of which are well preserved and kept in the trea
sury (other two are in the National Museum in Belgrade, and one is now lost); they 
are of small dimensions, and with the representations of holy monks and the Feast 
painted on both sides. Even if the painter had not signed himself on some icons, it 
would be easy to recognize the characteristics of Longin's manner of work, his pure 
col ors of blue, green and red with pink and white accents, as well as quite confident 
drawing inspired by the 14th century models. 
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213 
On the 1st of August 1577 Longin 
finished the hagiographic icon of 
St. Stefan of Decani and donated 
it to the monastery. In a moving 
inscription below the throne he 
in fervent supplication addressed 
the Holy King: "I pray you, in
tercede before Christ the Lord 
for me, the humble who with my 
hand and my soul painted and of
fered this kindly to you." 

214 
The life of King Stefan ofDecani 
is painted on both sides of Lon
gin's hagiographic icon. In the 
bottom of the icon there is the 
representation of the Battle of 
Velbazhd (1330) with a stunning 
scene of fighting and turmoil at 
the time of death of the Bulgar
ian Emperor, who was killed by 
young King Dusan, on a rear
ing horse, with strong swing of 
the sword. 

Longin visited Decani again in 1577, when he painted and bestowed to the mon
astery his best achievement of iconography - a large hagiographic icon of St. Ste
fan of Decani. The Holy King is portrayed on the throne in the central field, while 
Christ Emmanuel blesses him with both hands from above, and two angels with a 
loros and a crown in the hands land towards the King; The Battle of Velbazhd is 
painted at the bottom of the icon across its entire width, while sixteen small icons 
depicting Stefan's life are located on both sides. All their themes were taken from 
the Life of St. Stefan written by Grigorije Camblak, and on them the inscriptions 
form the Service to the Holy King were written, not to interpret the images but to 
infuse them with liturgical meaning. With this icon the holy founder and patron 
of Decani received most beautifully painted commendation, equal to the Akathist 
which a little sooner Longin, who was not only a painter but also a gifted writer, 
dedicated to him. Below the central field of the icon he wrote a short composition 
in which he stated that he finished the icon on the 1'1 August 1577 at the time of 
Patriarch Gerasim and Decani hegumen Nikifor, and then in a moving prayer he 
addressed St. Stefan to help him in his illness that had come upon him at that time. 

Ten years later Longin started painting the new iconostasis, the royal doors and the 
main icons in Decani. At unknown date he also made one hagiographic icon of St. 
Nicholas the Quick Helper which now lacks its right section; it shows the scenes 
from the life of the saint, and at the bottom there is the one scene related to Ste
fan of Decani to whom St. Nicholas appears in Ovce Polje, promising to restore 
his sight. Last Longin's works in Decani were small Menaion icons - there is only 
one preserved in the treasury and painted on both sides, showing St. John Clima
cus, the Last Communion of St. Mary of Egypt, and St. Theodor; on the icon the 
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painter recorded the date when it was completed (the 9th of May 1596), and wrote 
his name in secret letters. 

In the treasury there are also some icons painted in the second half of the 16th cen
tury which are sometimes ascribed to Longin; the Transfiguration, the Ascension, 
and the damaged Deesis with Christ the Righteous Judge particularly stand out 
among them. A little later, around 1600, some more icons were created: the Holy 
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215 
The damaged hagiographic icon 
of St. Nicholas Gorgoepikos is an 
interesting piece of work, both 
due to its artistic quality, and 
for having among the hagio
graphic scenes the Appearance 
of St. Nicholas to King Stefan of 
Decani. The icon was probably 
made in Decani, and is attribut
ed to the icon-painter Longin. 



Trinity, the Assumption of the Virgin, one the royal doors, the Virgin Eleusa, and 
St. Nicholas. Among the paintings on a board from the beginning of the 17th cen
tury, the icon "What Shall We Offer You, 0 Christ" is the most interesting one, and 
it shows the Virgin and Christ on the throne, while around her there are all those 
who offered gifts to the newborn Savior, painted with a fine sense of symmetry and 
balanced weight distribution. 

The treasury keeps also some icons which painters Georgije and Kozma painted in 
Decani at the time of hegumen Diomidije in 1619 or 1620. They painted for him a 
hagiographic icon of St. Nicholas, which shows the saint on the throne surrounded 
with scenes from his life with miracles; some of the scenes were rarely painted, such 
as the Saving of Priest Christophor, as well as the appearance of St. Nicholas to Ste
fan of Decani, which almost in detail repeats earlier Longin's hagiographic icon. The 
painters wrote their names on the icon of Saint John the Baptist, who was displayed 
with the wings and with his head cut off according to the sticheron on the Vespers 
of the feast of the Beheading of Saint John the Baptist. The large icon of the Memo
rial Service to St. Stefan of Decani is also ascribed to Kyr Kozma and Georgije, and 
it also seems to have been painted according to some earlier icon. It is possible that 
two more icons are also theirs: the Virgin with Christ and the angels, and the Cru
cifixion with the Resurrection, which was later cut into two parts; these icons were 
paid by a Despina, Stojko, and Ugrinko. Several other icons in the treasury belong 
to the 17th century ( two icons of the Virgin Hodegetria, half-length Stefan of Decani, 
the Miracle of Saint George with the Dragon), but are not of higher artistic quality. 

Some of the icons from the 18th century could be gifts of the Bishop ofVrsac Jovan 
Georgijevic: the Stoning of Archdeacon Stephen (probably an overpainted previous 
icon, reconstructed in 1783), the Presentation, and the Annunciation with saints. 
Our hypothesis is based on the fact that all have Baroque characteristics peculiar 
to the artists from Banat from the mid-eighteenth century. The Coronation of the 
Virgin, St. Luke and two icons of Jesus Christ also belong to the works of Greek 
and Aromanian artist from the end of the century, marked by the influences of the 
late Baroque period as well. Several Russian icons from the 18th and 19th centuries 
were probably brought by Decani monks from their travels to Russia. 

The last icons that were created in Decani originate from the early 19th century and 
are the works of Simeon Lazovic and his son Aleksije from Bijelo Polje. Even be
fore they had started painting the iconostasis in the church (1813), they overpaint
ed several old icons in the monastery and painted a few new ones: the miraculous 
icon of the Virgin with Three Hands and two diptychs with the Virgin and the Holy 
Trinity. They also painted the reliquaries with the relics of saints - on one of them 
Simeon Lazovic represented the Holy Trinity, Stefan of Decani and his sister Jelena, 
and on the other Aleksije painted various saints and among them again King Ste
fan and Jelena. Aleksije in Decani painted miniatures as well, and his last such work 
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216 
This well preserved censer of sil
ver with a bowl for live coals on a 
sexfoil base, with a lid in the form 
of five Gothic towers, with mas
sive chains with bells and pyra
midal canopy, represents an ex
cellent goldsmith work from the 
15th century, and was formerly at
tributed to King Stefan of Decani. 

217 
The arthos panagia belongs to the 
oldest church vessels in the trea
sury, as it is believed to have been 
made in the 14th century, although 
it could be older. On it there is the 
relief representation of the Virgin 
with Christ, and around it, un
der the arcades, the busts of Christ, 
archangels and saints. It is made of 
bone, and later it got the silver cas
ing and ornaments. 

was created around 1818 when he wrote, decorated and signed a parusija which 
was taken when collecting alms in Serbia. He painted on it St. Stefan of Decani and 
Emperor Uros supporting the Decani church, while he framed the text of the pa
rusija with elaborate images of coats of arms of South Slavic countries, taken from 
Stemmatographia by Hristofor Zefarovic. 

Stefan of Decani and probably Stefan Dusan gave to the monastery the first litur
gical vessels and vestments, of which only a few survived, but later tradition attrib
uted to the first donors some more items preserved in the treasury. This is the case 
with a beautiful silver censer made in Gothic style, probably in some Dubrovnik 
workshop in the 15th century. The oldest church vessel in the treasury, however, is 
the arthos panagia made of bone (later set into a silver filigree casing), probably a 
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218 
"A servant of Christ" Radivoj do
nated to Decani liturgical vessels 
made by Kondo Vuk, one of the 
best goldsmiths of the 16th centu
ry. The chalice is of gold-plated 
silver with ornaments filled with 
enamel and decorations of semi
precious stones, and contains en
graved liturgical texts, the year 
1567/1568, and the name of the 
donor. 

219-220 
Two ripidia (1569/1570) also be
long to Radivoj's set: in the cen
ter of one of them there is the en
graved Virgin with Christ, with 
heavenly forces and the symbols 
of the evangelists around her, 
while on the other ripidion con
tains the depiction of a of half
length Christ and the Heavenly 
Liturgy. Both ripidia have beau
tiful engraved liturgical texts. 



Serbian item from the 14th century, with relief representations of the Virgin of the 
Sign in the middle and the figures of the apostles, angels and saints around under 
arcades. The panagiarion of wood, with silver casing and the painted image of the 
Virgin with Christ, is also significant; it dates from the 16th century, and is a gift of 
Metropolitan of Vucitrn Nikifor. The panagiarion may have been covered with one 
cover in the form of a cross with the image of the Virgin embroidered on it, of the 
same iconographic and stylistic characteristics as the painted part of the panagiar
ion; both these items are very similar to Longin's style. 

Some Radivoj gave to Decani in 1570 a set of the vessels, namely a chalice (proba
bly a paten as well, which has not been preserved), a star-cover, a liturgical spoon 
(disappeared from the treasury at the beginning of the 20th century) and a pair of 
ripidia - they represent a masterpiece of Serbian goldsmithing. Some of them - if 
not all - are fashioned by famous master Kondo Vuk. The chalice is made of gold-
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plated silver and decorated with colorful semi-precious stones, engraved palmettes 
and chased ornaments in Rumi-style filled with blue and green enamel. The ripid
ia (1569/1570) are particularly beautiful - Kondo Vuk combined elements of rich 
medieval heritage into a harmonious whole, but also added plenty of poetic texts 
and inscriptions about himself and donor Radivoj. He created on them, with the re
pousse technique, the images of Christ the Sabaoth and the Heavenly Liturgy, ser
aphim and other angelic forces, the Virgin Eleusa and the symbols of the evange
lists, Christ the Angel of the Grand Council and the Communion of the Apostles. 
Carefully selected and beautiful verses, rich iconography, soft drawings of sleepy
eyed figures, correctly measured composition and the abundance of ornaments, and 
all of that created with sophisticated technique of chasing and engraving, set these 
Decani ripidia among the greatest masterpieces of the 16th century. 
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221 
The Decani treasury owns a large 
number of cups, of which the 
most beautiful are those from 
the 16th century. Silver or gold
plated, made in various gold
smith techniques, they are deco
rated with motifs of animals and 
birds, flowers and leaves. This 
one has a griffin in the bottom 
and was probably made in some 
Herzegovinian workshop. 

222 
The incense boat from Belaja, the 
oldest Decani hermitage, is at
tractive because of its lavish ori
ental ornamentation, while the 
black enamel on its bottom con
tributes to its luxurious appear
ance. It fills the space around the 
central motif, four clovers placed 
crosswise, and other floral orna
ments in Rumi-style. 



Old Serbian goldsmith's trade represents also some cups made in workshops in the 
areas of Kosovo, Metohija and Herzegovina, from which comes a gold-plated sil
ver cup with a griffin on the bottom and birds around it, entwined in vines with 
oak leaves. One of the most beautiful cups in the treasury was donated to Decani 
in 1592/1593 by Metropolitan Viktor of Novo Brdo for the repose a soul of an old 
man Petronije. An incense burner was made in a Serbian workshop under a strong 
influence of Turkish goldsmiths, and it originally belonged to the Church of the 
Virgin in Belaja, as evidenced by the subsequent inscription engraved on it - the in
side of the incense burner is filled with floral and leaf motifs in high relief, in pure 
Rumi-style, filled with black enamel. The artoclasia tray, which Decani hegumen 
Hristofor with the brotherhood ordered in 1652/1653 for the monastery, also pos
sesses oriental features, and it shows that Serbian goldsmiths for a long time sup
ported and imitated the medieval models imbued with Gothic spirit. The treasury 
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223 
This cross from the late 16th cen
tury represents a beautiful speci
men ofDecani gold embroidery. It 
is embroidered with colorful silk, 
gold-plated and silver threads. It 
is assumed that the central mo
tif - the Virgin of the Sign - might 
have been created according to 
Longin's drawing, while the pur
pose of the cross is not complete
ly dear. 

224 
Pectoral panagias in the trea
sury have wooden carved cores 
and mounts of precious mate
rials which were made in local 
workshops. This panagia dates 
from the end of the 16th centu
ry, and is mounted in gold-plat
ed metal sheet, on which the be
ginnings of the hymns to the 
Virgin are engraved. The pan
agia has a double chain with a 
plate in the form of a rosette. 

contains vessels from Russia dating later period; the ripidia from 1730 - made the 
Patriarchate of Pee - represent the work of anonymous Greek goldsmiths, while in 
1789 Petar Radosavljevic gave to Decani a simple star-cover with coral beads, the 
work of local craftsmen. 

Beside the very rich collection of items made of precious metals, including some 
anthological examples of goldsmith's trade, there are not many old and artistically 
valuable vestments preserved in the treasury, because they most easily deteriorated, 
were given away or taken away from the monastery. The epitrachelion from the 16th 

century is the oldest - on its dark red satin, lined by vines with half-palmettes, the 
Deesis and the figures of saints are embroidered (St. Simeon and Sava among them 
as well), while at the bottom in golden embroidery there is an inscription about Peja, 
Neda and Luka from the Dmitric family who gave it to Decani and to the Holy King. 
In the 18th century renowned embroideress Agna from Nis embroidered an epitrach-
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225 
This encolpion from the 18th cen
tury ranks among more luxuri
ous panagias. At its lace core there 
are engraved evangelical imag
es with the nativity of Christ in 
the middle, and around it there is 
the rich filigree enamel mount of 
gold-plated silver, with pearls and 
colorful decorative stones. 

elion with gold and silver thread on rosy silk with the figures of the twelve apostles, 
as well as a pair of cuffs with the Annunciation. Two other pairs of cuffs are much 
more beautiful, dating also from the 18th century and with the Annunciation, dec
orated with charming vines and flowers. Famous goldsmith Hajji Sava Bozic from 
Sarajevo (tonsured under the name of Sofronije) gave to Decani in 1681 a very nice 
orarion with metal applications, decorative stones and silver plates. In addition to 
the aforementioned embroidered cross from the 16th century, the treasury also holds 
a cover for a chalice from 1756, which was sent to Decani by Marija, a widow of ar
tillery captain Nikola Cupic. The Decani treasury is famous for a large number of 
belts and silver belt buckles, often decorated with jewels, pearls and filigree. 

The treasury holds a dozen pectoral panagias (encolpions) from the 17th and 18th 

centuries, which are commonly believed to originate from Mount Athos; their sil
ver and gold-plated overlays are made in filigree and other goldsmith's techniques, 
and decorated with jewels and enamel in local workshops. With their shape, com
positions and themes carved in wood, these encolpions belong to common simi
lar items created throughout the Balkans. The oldest and most beautiful among the 
Decani encolpions was created in the 16th and early 17th centuries. The Hetoimasia 
and the Epitaphios are carved on its external sides, while inside there are the Vir
gin with Christ in her bosom and Philoxenia of Abraham; all the images are ac
companied by liturgical verses that also run along the silver overlay of the encol
pion. Among the painted encolpions we should also mention a metal one made in 
the Metropolitanate of Karlovci in the 18th century, where the Virgin with Christ 
and two saints are painted in lightened colors and gold, softly modeled and with 
lovely beautiful faces. 

The treasury possesses seven copper engravings with the image of the monastery 
or the representations of St. Stefan of Decani. The oldest one, of which the origi
nal imprint was preserved, was printed in 17 46 in Vienna, probably at the expense 
of Bishop Jovan Georgijevic. The painter from Karlovac, Georgije Stojanovic a year 
before prepared in Decani the drawing for the graphics. With certain embellish
ment and stylization in Baroque manner it faithfully represents the monastery with 
the surrounding, and the Descent of the Holy Spirit and St. Stefan of Decani in the 
upper corners of the cooper engraving, while in the lower left corner there is the 
portrait of the then Patriarch Arsenije IV. Later (in 1857 and 1871) two replicas of 
this engraving were made, in which the portrait of Patriarch Arsenije was replaced 
by the images of the persons who had ordered them; however, they have not been 
preserved. Other copper engravings originate from the 19th century, and represent 
the Hoy King of Decani; these graphics have no higher artistic value, but bestowed 
to benefactors and pilgrims, and given away while collecting alms they had a very 
important role in popularizing of the monastery, especially important in one of the 
most critical periods of the seven-day history of Decani. 
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226 
Decani possesses a fine collec
tion of manuscript books, which 
is among the largest monastery 
libraries in our country. These 
books are not remarkable only 
because of their number, but 
rather due to their content, ar
tistic quality and painted deco
ration. Some of them were writ
ten in the Decani sketes or were 
ordered from talented scribes, 
while some were obtained as 
gifts. 

227 
The parchment Apostla (no. 26) 
from the 1360-s was donated to 
the monastery probably at the 
beginning of the following cen
tury, but out of modesty the con
tributor omitted his name in the 
inscription. It is written in the 
calligraphic uncial letters and 
decorated with initials and this 
headpiece of high artistic quali
ty, painted in the Byzantine style. 



THE LIBRARY 

In the Founding Charter of Decani, King Ste
fan Uros III stated in detail his numerous 
donations to the monastery, mentioning the 

books in the first place. It is not known what 
precisely he bestowed at that time, because many 
books later deteriorated, were taken away from 
the monastery or given away to other church
es. However, these books were replaced by other 
manuscripts - some were written in Decani and 
its cells, others were ordered from famous Chi
landar scribes, or copyists in the wider monas
tery area, while a considerable number were ac
quired as personal gifts or were purchased. 

Decani now possesses a rich library with over 
one hundred and sixty manuscript books and 
seventeen old printed books. Almost all of 
them have liturgical purpose - among them 
the most numerous are the Gospels, epistle 
books (apostola), service books, menaia, there 
are the patristic works, the oldest Serbian verse 
prologues and manuscripts relating to Decani 
Monastery and Holy King Stefan. Some of the 
manuscripts are particularly important, such 
as the Scete Patericon (no. 93) from the 13th 

century, the oldest among the Slavonic manu
scripts with this content, the Euchologion from 
the first half of the 14th century (no. 67) with 
a unique stichera for the dead and acrostic of 
Constantine of Preslav, or the Collection of the 
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Treatises against the Latins by St. Gregory Palamas (no. 88) from the third quar
ter of the 14 th century, probably an autograph of Mount Athos translators from the 
group of elder Isaiah. Almost all the books are written in Serbian language, while 
there are only a dozen in Bulgarian, Greek and Russian. Most of them are from the 
time of the founding and first years of the monastery, as well as from the last de
cade of the 14th century, which could possibly be brought into connection with the 
renewal of Decani by Princess Milica and her son Stefan. A large number of books 
arrived to Decani during the first half of the 15th century as well. Then they were 
transcribed in the monastery and its sketes and cells, and lively copying activity 
lasted during the end of 15th and the first half of the following century. Since then, 
new books were acquired from different sources, while the old ones were carefully 
preserved, repaired and bound. 

It is thought that some of the oldest books written on parchment belonged to the 
original Decani library, because most of them were written in the 13th or the first 
half of the 14th century. Between 1340 and 1350 three scribes (Jefrem, Nikola and 
Georgije) wrote the Menaion Reader September-November (no. 94) in turns on 
parchment and paper. Scribe Radoslav around the middle of the 14th century, pre
sumably somewhere near Decani, transcribed the Ladder no. 72 and decorated it 
with large archaic initials and two headpieces, filled them with ornamental pattern 
and painted yellow, green and blue. However, much more beautiful are the Byzan
tine-type decorations in the Apostola no. 25, in the Ladder no. 71 and the Menaion 
Reader no. 95, in the manuscripts also created around the middle of the 14th centu
ry. Some of the Decani books were written by the most renowned Chilandar scribes 
of that century: Josif-Damjan ( the Tetraevangelion no. 5 and the older part of the 
Ladder no. 73), Jov (Pentecostarion no. 62) and anagnost Jovan (the Srevice-book 
no. 127), and are characterized by very meticulous and uniform letters, and rich 
and confidently created ornamentation. Some thirty manuscripts from the late 14th 
century testify that the Decani library book fund was systematically filled, of which 
ecclesiarch and latter hegumen Varlaam particularly took care. Books were writ
ten for him by a well-known copyist Danilac Levooki (the Left-eyed) who mostly 
worked in Chilandar, but it is known that he came to Serbia as well, so it is possi
ble that he fulfilled Varlaam's orders in Zdrelnik near Pee or in Decani. One of the 
books (the Homilies of St. John Chrysostom no. 85), written in beautiful large let
ters and decorated with headpieces in the form of multiple interconnected circles 
and rosettes, previously belonged to Despot Stefan Lazarevic. The most beautiful 
manuscript from this period is the work of John the Grammatikos - among other 
decorations, his Philokalia no. 82 contains a headpiece with the heading in quadri
foil form and floral rosettes in the corners, while next to the headpiece there is a 
bird similar to a crane with stylized flower in its beak, painted in soft almost trans
parent colors interwoven with gold. 
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228 
The Tetraevangelion no. 9, writ
ten by a well-known Chilandar 
scribe Taha Marko around 1380, 
contains beautiful headpieces 
and large initials at the begin
ning of the texts of the Gospels. 
The headpieces are filled with 
floral motifs in circles, painted 
with thick layers of bright colors 
and modeled with white accents. 
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229 
The Tetraevangelion no. 8 from 
the late 14th or early 15th century 

t/. (j ) I 

contains very beautifully paint- t 
ed decoration. The initial pag-
es of the Gospel are particular-
ly beautiful, with the entwined 
headpieces of multicolored vines 
ending in palmettes on a gold 
background, with blue and gold 
headings and large initials. 

230 
At the end of the 14th century John 
the Grammatikos transcribed the 
Philokalia, a collection of dog
matic, ascetic and hesychastic 
texts. He also created the luxuri
ous header of the text of St. Greg
ory of Sinai, with a crane with a 
flower in its beak painted next to 
it. The manuscript was probably 
bestowed to Decani by Despot 
Stefan Lazarevic. 

There are a few nicely ornamented manuscripts from the first half of the 15th, mostly 
the Tetraevangelions, very similar to the most beautiful books created at the same 
time in the Despotate. It is possible that these Decani manuscripts were created in 
transcribing centers of Despot Stefan Lazarevic and Durad Brankovic, especially 
since some of them include their names in the records, and they are known to have 
previously belonged to Pyrgos, that is to the Decani skete of the Three Holy Hier
archs. In this group of manuscripts, the Tetraevangelion no. 11 stands out due to its 
decoration, in which only a headpiece before the Gospel of John has been preserved 
consisting of interlacing circles of vines with stylized acanthus leaves on the gold 
background, and with the name of the evangelist written in blue color in the middle. 

It is certain that books were transcribed in Decani Monastery around the middle 
of the 15th century. The main scribe was monk Grigorije, who for elder Arsenije 
from the skete of the Three Holy Hierarchs wrote two Triodions, of which only the 
Lenten Triodion (no. 64) has remained. During the same years, around 1430-1440, 
Grigorije and his co-workers wrote also the Miscellaneous no. 99, modestly deco-
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231 
The Belaja hermitage was the 
center of transcription activity 
in Decani around 1500. Nikan
der stood out among its scribes, 
and his earliest known manu
script from 1494 is the Tetrae
vangelion no. 14. He decorated 
it with lavishly entwined head
pieces and initials which are cre
ated only in drawing. 

232-233 
The Tetraevangelion no. 11 from 
the fourth decade of the 15th cen
tury is also one of the beautifully 
decorated books in the library. The 
initial pages of all the major units 
were decorated with finely painted 
headpieces, initials and headings 
created with melted gold. 



'{4 

rated, but with extremely interesting content - it contains the oldest Life and Ser
vice with prologue hagiography of Stefan of Decani from Grigorije Camblak, Theo
dosius' the Canon General to Christ the Savior, St. Simeon and Sava, as well as the 
lives and, besides the selected psalms, the services to St. Nicholas and St. George 
the Great Martyr. 

The transcribing activity continued around 1490 in the Belaja Desert. Scribe Ni
kander lived in the last decade of the 15th and early 16th century in the cave church 
dedicated to the Assumption of the Virgin in Belaja; he wrote several books, some 
of which are still kept in the Decani library. His earliest known manuscript is the 
Tetraevangelion no. 14 from 1494, in which Nikander left a valuable record of Bela
ja cell and its elder Jeftimije, on whose order he wrote this Tetraevangelion. Nikan-
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der wrote a number of other books which are kept in Decani: the Prologue Verse 
for January-January (no. 58), the Prologue Verse for September-December (no. 59), 
the Psalter with Appendix (no. 47); he supplemented an earlier Euchologion (no. 
68), and took part in writing of Archieraticon (no. 134). In his books Nikander in
cluded, wherever he could, the verses dedicated to St. Stefan of Decani. He wrote 
in clear and beautiful ductus, the initials are big, and headpieces precisely drawn 
and mostly not colored. Their composition is always made of intertwined concen
tric circles without a rectangular frame. The most beautiful are his initial pages of 
the Gospel in manuscript no. 14. 

Of all the manuscripts written for hegumen Jevstratije in the 16th century in Decani 
not even one is to be found in the monastery library, while the largest number of 
books from this century reached the monastery afterwards. Some of them have 
painted decorations, usually well-drawn and vividly colored headpieces, colorful 
and large initial letters and interesting initials; thus, the Pentecostarion no. 18 and 
19, Syntagma Canonum (no. 112), the Octoechos of the First Tone (no. 146), and 

232 DECANT MONASTERY 

234 
The headpiece on the second page 
of the Octoechos consists of three 
entwined circles, and two decora
tive twigs on the sides. The head
piece is painted in bright water
colors: green, blue, yellow and 
reddish-brown. It is in harmony 
with the red heading and the text 
written in black ink. 

235 
The Tetraevangelion no. 6 was 
created at the end of the ]4'h cen
tury. Its headers are adorned with 
headpieces drawn with thin quill 
and partially painted with gen
tle hues of blue and yellow. The 
headpiece in front of the Gospel 
of Luke ends in an arch and has 
rosettes in the corners. The ini
tials in the book are created in a 
similar manner. 
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236 
This beautifully decorated page 
at the beginning of the Gospel of 
Mark belongs to the Tetraevan
gelion no. 19 from the mid-six
teenth century. The rectangular 
headpiece on a gold background 
is filled with ornamental pat
terns, birds and animals, and a 
banner with a cross to the right. 
The colorful heading, vignettes 
and the initial complement the 
lavish appearance of the leaf. 

the addition to the Homilies of St. Gregory Palamas (no. 88) contain such beauti
ful front pages. The scribe Paul wrote the Pentecostarion no. 16 in 1572/1573; he 
was better known for the miniatures in Beocin Tetraevangelion, and decorated it 
with the images of the evangelists on the initial pages of their books. At the end of 
the 16th century, in 1595, prohegumen Viktor at the time of hegumen Atanasije or
dered the writing of the Memorial Book (no. 109) from famous illuminator Dimi
trije Daskal from Janjevo. Dimitrije made a very representative large format book, 
in which he in large letters wrote the introductory text, rubrics and the first names, 
and painted luxuriant headpieces and ornaments. The front page of the Memorial 
Book looks very solemn, with a big square headpiece, on which gold background 
blue and red vines intertwine in an imaginative ornament; the headpiece is paint
ed with thick tempera colors of intense glow, and in fine harmony with the gold 
and decorative title of the book. 

There are only two manuscripts in the library from the 17th century which, consid
ering their painted ornaments, do not particularly stand out. Probably in this centu -
ry the Akathist Book no. 138 arrived to Decani, most part of which was written by 
painter Longin around 1590. It contains also the protograph of Longin's Akathist to 
St. Archdeacon Stephen, one of a very rare protographs in our old literature, which 
quite clearly reveals how this painter and writer wrote his poetic text, how he cor
rected, revised and supplemented it. He also left a detailed memo about where 
and at whose instigation he began writing his composition, how he interrupted 
the work on it, and returned to it again, and how he decided to finally complete it. 

In the 18th century a large number of mostly printed books in the form of gifts ar
rived in Decani, many of them were sent by Bishop Jovan Georgijevic ofVrsac. He 
bestowed to his former monastery the manuscript of the Paraklesis of St. Stefan of 
Decani (no. 150) written in Vrsac in 1762, and decorated with miniatures the fol
lowing year in January. In addition to the Paraklesis to the Holy King, the book 
also contains troparia, stichera and parakleses dedicated to other Serbian saints, 
some of which the Bishop of Vrsac wrote himself. On parchment pages the book 
is adorned with miniatures of Stefan of Decani, Emperor Uros, St. Sava and Arch
bishop Arsenije, as well as with the coats of arms of Serbia and the Nemanjic dy
nasty according to models of Zefarovic's Stemmatographia. The icon painter from 
Vrsac Nikola Neskovic painted the images in early Baroque iconography and in the 
style of Ukrainian art of the time. The most dominant on them are red and blue col
ors and softly modeled incarnadine of the characters, painted in warm ocher and 
with carefully arranged ruddy accents. The landscapes painted with light strokes 
of green and brown, rosy and orange are particularly interesting. Neskovic's min
iatures in the Paraklesis of St. Stefan of Decani are the best of this kind of the 18th 

century Serbian painting. 
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Fifty years later painter Aleksije Lazovic looked up to Neskovic's miniatures when in 
1813 he decorated with paintings the Service to St. Stefan of Decani with Akathist 
(no. 151), which a year before Decani Archimandrite Hajji Danilo Kafanegra and 
Hajji Zaharija had ordered from an unknown copyist. Aleksije made only three 
paintings on parchment: he almost entirely copied St. Stefan of Decani from the 
miniature of Nikola Neskovic, and on the first pages of the books he painted the 
portraits of Hajji Danilo and Hajji Zaharija, the persons who ordered the manu
script and miniatures. He modeled them in the Baroque manner - both are repre
sented in the frontal position, with wrinkled curtains behind them, and the parts of 
the landscape with the monastery filled with genre scenes in the background. They 
show the works in the monastery which these heads of Decani performed around 
1800, as well as the painters with easels on the porch of some monastery building. 

The Decani library owns a small, but valuable collection of old printed books. The 
oldest originate from the first Serbian printing house of Durad Crnojevic in Cetin
je - the Psalter from 1494 is quite well preserved, and lacks only the beginning 
and the end; thirty-eight pages of the extremely rare Octoechos of the Fifth Tone 
(1494) is bound with the manuscript parts of the Octoechos no. 156; while only 
seven rare and valuable pages from the Pentecostarion (1494-1495) were included 
during some rebounding into the parchment Service book no. 120. 
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237 
The library contains a collection 
of old printed books. A particu
larly valuable item is a fragment 
of the very rare Octoechos of 
the Fifth Tone from the printing 
house of Durad Crnojevic con
taining thirty-eight leaves, and 
bound with the manuscript of 
one Octoechos. Among its illus
trations there is the Synaxis of the 
Holy Archangel Michael and all 
the Heavenly Hosts. 



238 
Four copies of the Menaion of 
Feast Days of Bozidar Vukovic 
(1536-1538) have been preserved 
in the Decani library. St. Sava 
and St. Simeon are painted before 
the Service to St. Sava (the 14th of 
January). The illustration would 
serve as a model for many paint
ers who would paint the Serbian 
saints in this manner during the 
16th and 17th centuries. 

239 
The printed illustrations in one 
copy of the Menaion of Feast 
Days were painted by hand, and 
such is the representation of St. 
Stefan of Decani with St. Nich
olas taking him to Christ. It is 
placed at the beginning of the 
Service with a brief hagiogra
phy of the Holy King of Decani. 
The Decani hierodeacon Mojsi
je also labored over the printing 
of this book. 
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Other old printed books date from the 16th century. Menaion of Feast Days of 
Bozidar Vukovic (1536-1538) has been preserved in four copies, one of which is 
particularly interesting because it contains illustrations colored afterwards - it is 
assumed that it was sent to the monastery by Decani hierodeacon Mojsije, who la
bored over the printing of this book. In the library there are two copies of Bozidar 
Vukovic's Octoechos of the Eighth Tone from 1537, while the Psalter (1546), the 
Octoechos of the Fifth Tone and a part of the Miscellaneous from 1547 came from 
the printing house of his son Vicenco. We should also mention the copies of Bel
grade Tetraevangelion dating from the 1552, two Pentecostarions of Stefan of Ska
dar from 1563, and two Service Books ofJerolim Zagurovic from 1570. The Decani 
library contains several copies of the Bible printed in 1581 in Ostrog in Ukraine. 
One of them was bound by the Decani hegumen Kentirion in 1644, while the mas
ter of the mount was goldsmith Nesko Prolimlekovic from Pozarevac, who in gold
plated silver on the front cover represented Christ the Pantocrator in Deesis, the 
evangelists or their symbols in the corners, and St. Nicholas and Stefan of Decani 
along the bottom edge, while he decorated the back cover with the Ascension, the 
representation of the Decani feast day. Of old printed books that are kept in the li
brary, we should also mention the Tetraevangelion (1580), probably also from Os
trog, and one quite badly damaged Triodion with graphic illustrations from some 
Vlach printing house. 
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