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This book is an endeavour – on the occasion of the 23rd 
International (World) Congress of Byzantologists in 
Belgrade on August 22nd – 27th, 2016 to offer a compre-
hensive, analytic, and synthetic overview of Byzantium’s 
influence on Serbian culture of the medieval period, 
and of the times that followed it. It deals not only with 
the Byzantine models for their own sake, but also with 
their creative adaptation to Serbian needs – the basic 
idea being to present the true results of the union of 
adopted Byzantine and indigenous Serbian traditions, 
and the cultural influences of the West.

As much as this topic is familiar to connoisseurs of his-
tory, the importance of the occasion demanded that it 
be fully researched in an unprecedented manner, with 
scholars of all generations taking part. A large team of 

researchers responded to the challenge of accomplishing 
such a goal. It is our singular pleasure to observe that 
not one of the crucial themes has remained untouched.

Unfortunately, a set of circumstances has arisen, pre-
venting the initial idea of the Congress organisers from 
setting up exhibitions that would visually and materially 
support this collection of papers.

It is therefore essential that all the papers presented 
herein be as relevant and as complete in content, as 
lively in expression, and as persuasive in argument, as 
possible. If this collection has attained such excellence, 
the praise goes to its numerous authors of all speciali-
ties, as well as to its editors – both groups having jointly 
invested an enormous effort and knowledge to bring 
this endeavour to successful fruition.

Ljubomir Maksimović

9





The reception of the Byzantine legacy in European cul-
ture from early times through to the contemporary pe-
riod is a phenomenon of great complexity and multiple 
connotations if only for the fact that the very term Byz-
antinism carries different meanings depending on differ-
ent historical perspectives and ideological standpoints. 
Millennium-long Byzantine civilisation has bequeathed 
the world a legacy that transcends centuries and nations 

– a distinctive spirituality, a living liturgical and monastic 
tradition, and art works of timeless beauty.

This legacy has a particular importance and meaning in 
the regions or countries that used to be part of the Byz-
antine commonwealth. A sense of belonging to its civili-
sation and of spiritual kinship with it has been strongly 
present in Serbia as well, finding its point of support in 
the Orthodox faith and the distinctive worldview that 
proceeds from it, in historical memory, and in myths that 
have, over time, become part of common consciousness. 
It has also been inspired by the fact that the Byzantine 
legacy has profoundly permeated the everyday surround-
ings and life of the Serbs – through liturgical worship and 
music, architecture, and painting; and it has always been 
maintained and strengthened by the presence of authen-
tic medieval monuments that form an integral part of 
the local cultural landscape. To the Serbs, therefore, the 
Byzantine legacy is not merely a living tradition, it is per-
ceived as the backbone of their identity and as something 
of a ‘national patrimony’.

Historically, however, Serbian attitudes towards the cul-
tural legacy of the Byzantine Empire have not been un-
equivocal and linear. Although essentially keeping an 
upward course, they have always remained very com-
plex and subject to change. Their nature and dynamics 
through the centuries have been determined by a num-
ber of factors, most of all by powerful influences of other 

cultural patterns, West European in particular, but also 
by the Serbs’ marked tendency to make use of the me-
dium of art in building and asserting their individuality 
both as a people and in ecclesiastical and state terms. The 
main purpose of this three-volume publication therefore 
is to present the creative interactions of Serbian art with 
the Byzantine cultural legacy in the historical and phe-
nomenal framework of its development over more than 
twelve centuries. We believe that such a broad historical-
phenomenological approach is the only meaningful one. 
Only such an approach can hope to lead us to truly un-
derstanding the paths, dynamics, nature and outcomes of 
those interactions, without failing to provide an at least 
summary reconstruction of the geopolitical circumstanc-
es in which that cultural exchange was taking place and 
which also involved West-European and Ottoman civili-
sations. Understandably, the desired breadth of approach 
could not be achieved without the participation of many 
prominent experts specialising in different periods and 
aspects of Serbian art, who readily agreed to join this 
complex and challenging cooperative effort. They based 
their contributions on the current state of understanding 
of the defined research problems. The result is a com-
posite publication which may be read both as a history 
of Serbian art in the key of one of its pivotal phenomena 
and as a manual which, perused with ample further read-
ing listed, elucidates a number of more narrowly defined 
topics. The reason for dividing it into three volumes has 
been the sheer span of time involved and the highly di-
versified nature of the subject matter.

Volume I is presenting the material cultural heritage 
based on the archaeological record and against the back-
ground of political ideology, military and ecclesiastical 
organisation, and economic activity. The complex pro-
cesses of getting Byzantine “models” in medieval Serbia 
are viewed in the light of representative archaeological 
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sites of various types – fortresses, settlements, monas-
tic complexes – of trade flows and practices, and of the 
artisanal and craft production processes. The reception 
of Byzantine patterns, which directly depended on the 
nature and dynamics of Byzantine-Serbian relations in 
different periods, played a very important role, but it did 
not act as an obstacle to stylistic influences of Central-
European Romanesque and Gothic art or of the subse-
quent Islamic tradition of Asia Minor.

Constant exposure to impulses from various cultural 
spheres – predominantly Byzantine but also West Euro-
pean, mainly Roman Catholic – resulting from frequent 
change of state territory and political status, determined 
the character of Serbian religious art in its glorious me-
dieval period, which is the focus of Volume II. During 
the middle ages, the Serbs established an autochthonous 
ideological vertical that made it possible for them to 
draw from traditions of different civilisations in build-
ing their own identity. At the core of that ideology were 
the concepts of the holy dynasty and the holiness of the 
national church, which received their very learned and 
thorough elaboration in literature and the visual arts. 
The defining features of medieval Serbian religious art 
did not amount to stylistic and typological borrowings, 
mainly from Byzantium, but rather, they stemmed from 
this carefully built ideological foundation, resulting in 
outstanding monuments which constitute a unique and 
distinct phenomenon in medieval European culture. The 
resilience and creative power of this tradition are com-
pellingly demonstrated by the art and literature which, 
founded on medieval tenets, were cultivated under the 
auspices of the restored Patriarchate of Peć in the period 
of Ottoman rule.

A fundamentally different living environment in the 
modern period and the adoption of different cultural 
models decisively influenced the attitude towards the 
Byzantine legacy. The complex question of its recogni-
tion, reception and interpretation in the period from the 
18th century to the present day is the focus of Volume III. 
The manifestations and functions of the Byzantine artistic 
pattern during that time varied greatly from period to 

period. In the 18th century the awareness of the Byzan-
tine legacy all but vanished, becoming submerged in the 
idea of the Serbian middle ages as a factor of relevance 
to the political status of the Serbs. Continuity with the 
epoch perceived as the golden age of national history was 
therefore purposely emphasised. The interpretation and 
uses of the medieval tradition were in the service of state-
building ideas and a national programme at the time of 
the creation of the modern Serbian state in the 19th cen-
tury as well. Within the dominant culture of historicism, 
the rediscovered Byzantine legacy came to be identified 
with the Serbian medieval heritage. This constructed tra-
dition lost little of its currency even in the early decades 
of the 20th century. A programmatic expression of this 
tendency was the codification of the ‘national’, Serbo-
Byzantine style, developed through the medium of a new 
artistic ideology and language. The modernist artistic in-
terpretation of the middle ages in the second half of the 
20th century involved very interesting explorations of the 
relationship between ‘new’ and ‘old’ art. A particularly 
creative contribution to the interpretation of the Byzan-
tine artistic idiom was made by postmodernism. Devis-
ing a number of methodological matrices and structural 
solutions mostly based on intertextuality, quotation and 
appropriation, postmodernism, imagining the middle 
ages, succeeded in producing a new artistic reality, and a 
new and original artistic identity.

The 23rd International Congress of Byzantine Studies, which 
has occasioned this three-volume publication, presents a 
worthy opportunity to remember how significant Byz-
antine civilisation has been for the Serbs, most notably 
for their spirituality and art. We hope that thanks to the 
contributions in all three volumes, this significance will 
be presented more comprehensively and explained more 
clearly than before, and that we shall thus repay at least 
some of our ‘debt to Byzantium’. We also believe that they 
will help shed more light on the long-standing striving of 
the Serbs not to be passive users of the achievements of 
great civilisations, but rather to produce, inspired both 
by Byzantine and by Western cultural models, a largely 
new art, an art expressive of their own being and of the 
changing needs of their society.

Editorial Board
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