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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
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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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BYZANTINE SOURCES AND EUROPEAN TRENDS: 
FORMING A NATIONAL STYLE IN THE ARTistic CRAFTS 

(14th–15th century)

ΙII





With the act of acquiring independence and in its fur-
ther development, the Serbian state was continually 
linked to Byzantium, its heritage and achievements. 
Since long ago, at the level of a postulate, this state-
ment was often taken as a point of departure in con-
sidering phenomena, besides all else, even in the ap-
plied arts which progressed dynamically in medieval 
Serbia from the middle of the 13th century. Among the 
circumstances that influenced the advances in manu-
facturing, certainly the most important was the accel-
erated economic growth driven by the exploitation of 
mines, the stratification of society, i.e. the formation 
of an aristocracy, the erection of fortified cities and of 
urban settlements, and the trade in luxurious objects.1 
That special economic and social context which led 
to the formation of a multicultural environment was 
clearly expressed in the very products made by artisans. 
Although based on models from Byzantium, in their 
complexity they also reflected European Romanesque 
art, and the general tendencies of Mediterranean art.

Given that every kind of utilitarian and decorative ob-
ject expresses a different aesthetic and reflects a unique 
trademark, so ceramic dishware, primarily the speci-
mens decorated in sgraffito technique most illustra-
tively depicts the Byzantine tradition and an expression 
that is recognisable in the arts and crafts. This class of 
ceramics, at the same time functional and luxurious, 
apart from the art and craft aspect, also had different 
economic and social implications, and is therefore suit-
able for considering the overall dynamics of the soci-
ety in a given period. For this reason, the intention is 
to examine the notion of inspiration, as highlighted in 
the title of this article, from several aspects and in the 

1  ИСН II, 100–108 (Д. Ковачевић-Којић); Ћирковић, Неостваре-
на аутономија, 265–271.

broader context. Singling out the features reflecting the 
Byzantine in ceramic vessels, elaborated on several oc-
casions in earlier works by local researchers, will there-
fore serve as a sort of starting-point for considering 
particular questions in connection with the organisa-
tion of the pottery trade and the significance of sgraf-
fito dishware in Serbian medieval society.

Interpretation of Byzantine models

In the period of the 11th–12th century, when Byzantine 
sgraffito ceramics were fully developed as a product, the 
manufacture of dishware was subject to strict regulations 
in terms of technology and techniques, in each segment 
of the process.2 Certainly, the most important involved 
achieving a contrast between the background and the 
carved motif, then the correct ingredients for preparing 
the slips and the glazes, as well as the firing procedures. 
The same production standard, with a slightly altered 
technical procedure, was retained in the later stage of 
production, established in the restored Byzantine Em-
pire of the Palaiologan dynasty.3 Byzantine production 
parameters, strictly speaking, would be hard to recog-
nise in the handiwork of the Serbian potters – the dishes 
were heavy, often even massive, a grainy structure and, 
in many cases, were of a dark, brown colour.4 Neverthe-
less, they were made according to all the rules regarding 
the manufacturing sequences and particularly the effect 
of the ornaments which, in terms of the manner of inci-
sion, corresponded to the trend of that time, that is, to 
the late Byzantine stage of production.5

2  Vogt, Technologie des céramiques byzantines, 99–110; Byzantine 
Glazed Ceramics, 18.
3  Byzantine Glazed Ceramics, 21–23.
4  Бикић, Глеђосана керамика у Србији, 349–352.
5  Byzantine Glazed Ceramics, cat. nos. 76–111, 191–286; Damjanović 
et al., Archaeometric study, 824–828.

BYZANTINE INSPIRATION IN SERBIAN MEDIEVAL POTTERY

Vesna Bikić
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The Byzantine spirit of Serbian sgraffito ceramics is re-
vealed most eloquently in its aesthetics, in the choice 
and arrangement of the motifs and the colouring of 
the vessels. The available material, proportionately nu-
merous and diversified, offers sufficient elements for 
roughly establishing a chronological and decorative 
scheme. Nevertheless, when interpreting the phenom-
ena, a certain measure of caution is required because 
of the (still) insufficient number of samples of pot-
tery and the different degrees to which the monastery 
complexes, settlements and fortified cities of medieval 
Serbia have been explored. Owing to circumstances 
connected with the extent of exploration and because 

of the character of the archaeological sites, two groups 
can be identified in our material which, in their par-
ticular details but also in their entire compositions, re-
veal certain mechanisms connected with the imitation 
of Byzantine decorative patterns. The first group rep-
resents material from the sites from the broader area 
of Ras (today south-western Serbia), which belongs 
to the 14th century period. Its features are determined 
according to the finds from the monastery complexes, 
first of all, Studenica, and then Đurđevi Stupovi, Gra-
dac, Sopoćani, Nova Pavlica, as well as Soko Grad and 
the castle of Maglič. The other group contains pottery 
assemblages from the fortified cities of the late 14th 
and first half of the 15th century – and besides those 
from the state capitals ruled by the Serbian despots, 
Kruševac, Belgrade and Smederevo, it consists of ma-
terial from Stalać and partly from Novo Brdo.6

One can identify sgraffito dishware of the 14th century 
by the incised rosettes and spirals, as well as a yellow-
green colour contrast (fig. 97).7 Furthermore, concen-
tric circles of different sizes also appear, though to a 
lesser extent and most often on dishes with a horizon-
tal handle.8 In this group, which can be described as 
basically uniform, we can single out a jug from the 
monastery of Gradac (fig. 98), mainly because of the 
rows of palmettos, executed in a champlevé technique, 
while the other elements of decoration – overlapping 
circles and undulating striations in medallions – have 
their parallels, primarily in the Studenica material.9

Viewed individually, each of the elements proceeds 
from the Byzantine circle of craftsmanship.10 The differ-
ent variants of spiral ornaments are clearly reminiscent 
of ceramics from the Komnenian period,11 but they 
also appear later on vessels produced in the time of the 
Palaiologan dynasty, whereas regarding the concentric 
circles, one can establish a similarity, in principle, with 

6  Bikić, Vizantijski import.
7  Bajalović-Hadži-Pešić, Ornamentation of Medieval Serbian 
Tableware, 181–190; Зечевић, Радичевић, Керамика Ђурђевих 
Ступова, 57–60, сл. 17/2, 20; Bikić, Trpezno posuđe, 247–253, sl. 
1/83–87, 4–6; eadem, Глеђосана керамика у Србији, 352–353, сл. 
13–16.
8  Зечевић, Зделe са водоравном дршком, 97, Т. I–IX, сл. 1–5; Bikić, 
Trpezno posuđe, sl. 1/71, 85; eadem, Глеђосана керамика у Србији, 
сл. 14/5, 8.
9  Бикић, Глеђосана керамика у Србији, сл. 14/3, 6.
10  Bajalović-Hadži-Pešić, Ornamentation of Medieval Serbian Table-
ware, 181–190.
11  Byzantine Glazed Ceramics, cat. nos. 19–23, 157, 161, 189, 190; 
Waksman et al., Тhe main ‘Middle Byzantine Production’, figs. 8–9.

Fig. 97. Motifs from Serbian medieval ceramics of the 14th–15th century: 
a) Kruševac, b) Maglič
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specimens from the group of so-called Zeuxippus ves-
sels that were manufactured in the Thracian workshops 
during the second half of the 13th century.12 Moreover 
the motif of the rosette also appears in this very same 
region, however, the six-petal rosette which is precisely 
incised with a compass with a fine pointed tip appar-
ently has no direct prototype in Byzantine products.

A more complex decorative scheme and more intense 
colours characterise the production style of the late 14th 
century and first half of the 15th century (fig. 99–101). 
This can be seen to the full on the vessels manufactured 
for use in the capital of Prince Lazar, Kruševac, which 
were distributed in nearby Stalać13 and in some remote 
centres such as Novo Brdo.14 The general appearance of 
the vessels from the workshops that supplied Kruševac 
and Stalać reveals a special quality and a distinctly Byz-
antine template. In comparison to the products of the 
Raška workshops, these vessels have advanced tech-
nological characteristics – a compact texture, an even 
red colour from firing, clear colours and durable glaze, 
while the concept of decoration transmits the spirit of 
the ‘novel’, late Byzantine style of craftsmanship devel-
oped in the workshops of central Macedonia and Thra-
ce, principally Thessaloniki and Serres.15

The final heyday of Serbian artistic pottery in the 
first half of the 15th century is represented by vessels 
from Smederevo. Like Kruševac, this table assemblage 
was made to order for the palace of Despot Đurađ 
Branković where it was used for almost 30 years (be-
tween 1428/30 and 1459).16 The large decorative pat-
terns on the beautifully shaped vessels make the ce-
ramics from the Smederevo castle quite recognisable, 
and also different in the interpretation of the Byzantine 
patterns, in comparison to the ceramics from Kruševac 
or Raška.

12  Byzantine Glazed Ceramics, cat. nos. 87, 100, 102, 103; Late Byz-
antine Glazed Pottery from Thrace, 94, 96–97, cat. nos. 24, 25, 40–48, 
58, 69, 70, 134.
13  Минић, Керамика из Крушевца, 43–47; Minić, Vukadin, 
Srednjovekovni Stalać, 68–103.
14  Крстић, Величковић, Марјановић-Вујовић, Археолошко благо 
Србије, кат. бр. 114.
15  Papanikola-Bakirtzi, Dauterman Maguire, Maguire, Ceramic art 
from Byzantinе Serres, 4–17, cat. nos. 11–15, 24, 25; Byzantine Glazed 
Ceramics, 21–23, cat. nos. 76, 79, 80, 87, 91, 103, 108, 109, 220, 
246–249, 265, 268–270, 272, 274, 275, 280; Zekos, A glazed pottery 
workshop in Thrace, fig. 18.
16  Popović M., La résidence du despote Djuradj Branković, 101–112; 
Бикић, Трпезна керамика, 409–416.

With their general qualities and, above all, in the choice 
of motifs and range of colours, Serbian table dishware 
reflected Byzantine aesthetics, the expression of its 
craftsmanship and artistry. Thus, it was directly linked 
with the achievements of Byzantine pottery in two 
stages of its production, and this included impulses 
from the regions ruled by the Latins during the 13th 
century. Meanwhile, it became part of the broader con-
text that can be defined as the new Byzantine (cultural) 
circle of craftwork. Namely, similar processes can be 
followed in the medieval Bulgarian state and the trans-
Danubian frontier regions in present-day Rumania, 
as well as in the Crimea, that is to say, regions which 
were part of the Byzantine Commonwealth during the 
earlier centuries of the medieval epoch. The similarity 
of the motifs and compositions imply that the manu-
facture of Byzantine style pottery was launched in all 

Fig. 98. Pitcher from the Gradac monastery
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the Balkan regions almost concurrently, chiefly for the 
needs of the nobility in the fortified cities.17

The organisation of manufacturing sgraffito 
pottery in medieval Serbia

As an activity which depended on a source of raw ma-
terials, in this case not only clay but also pigments / 
glazes, obtained from minerals (copper, iron and lead), 
and because of the artistic nature of the product and 
the specificities of the manufacturing process, pro-
duction was organised in specialised workshops. In 
the Byzantine Empire of the Komnenian dynasty (12th 
century) and later during the rule of the Latins (13th–
14th century), the manufacture of ceramic table dishes 
was concentrated in two workshops in central Greece, 
Thebes (Boeothia) and Chalkis (Euboia), with both cen-
tres producing all kinds of vessels based upon sgraffito 

17  Георгиева, Керамика от двореца на Царевец, Обр. IX, X, XV, 
обр. 55, 59/1, 61, 62,65, 89–91; Антонова, Шумен, 91–102, обр. 
97–103; Diaconu, Baraschi, Pacuiul lui Soare II, 67–96, figs. 49, 54, 
58, 59, 61, 62, 65

decoration.18 As opposed to this practically centralised 
production, in the renewed Byzantine Empire of the 
Palaiologan dynasty, the workshops were strategically 
located beside large urban centres or beside monaster-
ies.19 In keeping with their regional character, the ca-
pacity of those workshops was smaller and the reper-
toire was reduced in comparison to earlier times.

Following the same, primarily economic preconditions, 
a similar organisational scheme can be observed in me-
dieval Serbia. In contrast to potters in the villages, who, 
in addition to their farmwork, made cooking vessels 
and supplied the monasteries in the neighbourhood,20 
little is known about the artisan-artists and the produc-
tion of decorative vessels. An analysis of the material, 
principally based on the styles of decoration, in that 

18  Waksman et al., Тhe main ‘Middle Byzantine Production’, 414–418.
19  Byzantine Glazed Ceramics, 21–23; Papanikola-Bakirtzi, Dauter-
man Maguire, Maguire, Ceramic art from Byzantinе Serres, 31–32; 
Late Byzantine Glazed Pottery from Thrace, 11–14; Laiou, Morrisson, 
The Byzantine Economy, 182–187.
20  Одабрани споменици српског права, 95; Bajalović-Hadži-Pešić, 
Keramika u srednjovekovnoj Srbiji, 9–12 (with notes).

Fig. 99. Sgraffito jugs, end of the 14th-beginning of the 15th century: a) Belgrade; b–c) Kruševac-Stalać workshop
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sense merely provided some clear indicators,21 which 
can be summarised here in several points. The pro-
duction of tableware most probably began towards the 
end of the 13th century in times of economic growth, 
stimulated by the work of the mines and the setting 
up of international trade. The main workshop centres 
were then located in the broader region of Ras and the 
dishes were distributed throughout that region. The 
greatest intensity and volume of production occurred 
in the next century, practically right until the Turkish 
conquests in the mid-15th century. Besides the Raška 
workshops, which could still be recognised by the style 
of their goods throughout the period they were in op-
eration, new pottery centres were erected near the most 
important fortified cities. Among them were the work-
shops near the capital of Serbia, Kruševac (1374/7–
1425) and, later, Smederevo (1425–1439), which bore 
a unique hallmark of craftsmanship.

Judging by the general character of sgraffito pottery, the 
artisans who started manufacturing it in Serbia had a 

21  Bikić, Byzantine Models, 199–203.

thorough knowledge of Byzantine products in terms of 
both technological demands and decorative concepts. 
This is evidence of the firm ties between Serbia and 
Byzantium during the Palaiologan dynasty. Moreover, 
the presumed similarity of the vessels from the Serbian 
workshops in the late 14th century with the products 
from Thessaloniki and Serres can point to the even-
tual origin of the craftsmen. The fact that Serres was a 
‘Serbian city’ around the middle of the 14th century and 
the capital of Dušan’s Empire of the Serbs and Greeks 
(1345–1355), lends a particular dimension to the said 
ties. In the revival of Byzantine applied arts in Serbia 
and generally in the Balkan regions, a significant role 
was played by educated emigrants, who, when fleeing 
the Turks, had found refuge in Serbia and other more 
remote parts of the Balkans. It is furthermore con-
firmed by the Byzantine aesthetics of the manufactured 
vessels, above all in the region of Bulgaria, and by the 
universality of the motifs that appear in all the media, 
chiefly on frescoes, textile fabrics and jewellery.22

22  Cf. Јанц, Орнаменти фресака; Bikić, Vizantijski nakit u Srbiji, 
152–156.

Fig. 100. Sgraffito jugs from the Smederevo workshop, beginning of the 15th century
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Craft specialisation and specialised potters: 
further implications

The very existence of the production of sgraffito pot-
tery raises the question of its broader social signifi-
cance and encourages an attempt to consider the place 
of this kind of luxury product in its time. Fully defined 
ceramic goods produced in series and intended for ex-
change or sale, with arranged frameworks of distribu-
tion, were a clear sign of specialisation in the pottery 
craft.23 The fact that there were specialists among pot-
ters who made table dishware, which is complex in the 
technological and artistic sense, and who were part of 
the economic and social framework through exchange 
and trading, points to an intricate division of labour 
and the complexity of society,24 thus, in a certain way, 
reflecting the dynamics of Serbian medieval society.

Bearing in mind all the aforementioned factors that 
were connected with the production and trading of 

23  Costin, Craft specialization, 11–44; Blumfiel et al., Specialization, 
exchange, and complex societies, 2–6; Flad, Hruby,‘Specialized’ Pro-
duction in Archaeological Contexts, 2–7.
24  Ibidem.

pottery, the existence of specialists poses the question 
of the significance of the pottery trade in medieval 
Serbia. On the one hand, the distribution of tableware 
and the positioning of other pottery zones offer dis-
tinct signs of the planned approach to the organisation 
of producing pottery.25 Besides the Raška workshops, 
those in Kruševac and Smederevo, one should certain-
ly bear in mind the areals of the bigger mining settle-
ments, notably Novo Brdo, which with a preliminary 
specimen indicates a uniqueness in the technology and 
decoration of the vessels,26 and also of Rudnik, where 
archaeological explorations were recently renewed.27 
On the other hand, there are economic factors: sources 
of raw materials, principally those obtained from min-
erals, then resources for starting up the kilns (fuel, wa-
ter, etc.) and, of course, the specialisation of produc-
tion and specialised potters. Taking into account the 
political circumstances and the stratification of Serbian 

25  Bikić, Pottery manufacture in Studenica, 139–140.
26  Ћоровић-Љубинковић, Српска средњовековна глеђосана кера-
мика, 165–186, T. I–IX.
27  Радичевић, Цицовић, Нова истраживања средњовековних на-
лазишта на Руднику, 237–248 (with older bibliography).

Fig. 101. Table vessels from the Studenica monastery, 14th – first half of the 15th century
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medieval society,28 it seems certain that the local aris-
tocracy must have had some sort of role in the organi-
sation of the pottery trade,29 or, it is assumed that taxa-
tion existed on the said goods and activities. In other 
words, control of the manufacture and trade of ceramic 
items was in the hands of a patron of those activities 

– the local nobleman, and indirectly the state, which 
means the ruler.

Although less costly, compared with silver and gold 
dishware on the tables of the rulers, which are men-
tioned by the Byzantine missions in Serbia,30 artistically 
made ceramic vessels were, assuredly, luxury items. By 
that token, the demand for ceramic tableware was one 
of the signs of the existence of a social elite. In that case, 

28  V. Душанов законик.
29  Blumfiel et al., Specialization, exchange, and complex societies, 2–4.
30  ВИИНЈ VI, 113–114.

a specific relationship between the manufacturer and 
the client should be taken into account, in as much as 
the client wished to own a vessel of particular design 
and the producer transformed his wish into a product.31 
Serbian sgraffito pottery based on Byzantine models but 
adapted to the demands of the local market, presents 
the potter-manufacturer as an active ‘thinking’ partici-
pant in the production process, who, in a certain way, 
created the social significance of the object, its political, 
cultic/religious or social status.32 In that respect, the 
different visual expression of sgraffito vessels from the 
monasteries and the fortified cities, at the same time, 
revealed their social significance as well. It involved a 
product ordered by the social elite as an obligatory part 
of the movables in the dining space, in keeping with 
the significance of the setting and what was afforda-
ble.33 For the monastery, which was a special kind of 
political, religious and cultural centre, a place where 
the nobility and inhabitants of a given region assem-
bled, and, frequently, the final resting-place of a ruler 
and the members of his family, dishes of more modest 
design were commissioned, which was appropriate to 
the fairly modest setting (fig. 101). On the other hand, 
extremely ornate tableware was designed for palace 
dining rooms and merchants’ households, conveying a 
message of enlightenment and, of course, wealth (fig. 
99–102). One should not exclude the fact that in both 
settings, some of the dishes could have had a different, 
symbolic meaning, expressed through their use when 
serving special meals or drinks or, on particular feast 
days or during the annual cycles34 (this assumption pri-
marily applies to dishes with a horizontal handle). The 
Byzantine technological and stylistic models and influ-
ences, therefore, were truly inspirational in leading to 
the creation of unique, artistically crafted products, but 
also fully defined these products as objects that identi-
fied the political, social and cultural milieu of Serbia 
in the broader community of Balkan medieval society.

31  Costin, Craft and Social Identity, 5–9
32  Ibidem.
33  Oikonomides, The Contents of the Byzantine House, 211–212; 
Sinopoli, Approaches to Archaeological Ceramics, 121–123.
34  Sinopoli, Approaches to Archaeological Ceramics, 123–124.

Fig. 102. Sgraffito plate from Stalać, end of the 14th-beginning 
of the 15th century
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Chronology

527–565 Reign of Emperor Justinian I.

527–530 First incursions by Slavic tribes from the lower 
Danube into Thrace.

548 Slavic tribes from Pannonia cross the Danube 
and ravage the central parts of the Balkan Pen-
insula.

From mid-6th century, forays of Slavs into the 
Balkan Peninsula become more frequent.

582 Avars seize Sirmium.

582–602 Reign of Emperor Maurice. Last attempts at 
defending the northern border of the Empire 
from Avar and Slav assaults.

626 Avars and Slavs lay siege to Constantinople. 

634 Serbs and Croats arrive at the invitation of Em-
peror Heraclius (610–641) to fight as allies of 
Byzantium against the Avars; in return, they are 
allowed to settle in Illyricum. 

680 Bulgarians under Khan Asparuh settle east of 
the Danube.

c. 780–800 Reign of Serbian Prince Višeslav.

c. 800–820 Reign of Serbian Prince Prosigoj.

c. 850 Battles with Bulgarians successfully led by 
Prince Vlastimir, and, in later years, by his sons 
Mutimir, Strojimir and Gojnik.

c. 820–851 Reign of Serbian Prince Vlastimir.

851–891 Reign of Serbian Prince Mutimir.

867–886 Reign of Emperor Basil I.

854 Bulgarian Khan Boris attacks Serbia again. Af-
ter the conclusion of peace, prisoners of war 
exchanged at Ras, when the place is first men-
tioned as a settlement or fort. 

Between 867 
and 874

conversion to Christianity of the Serbian rul-
ing families from the ecclesiastical centres on 
the Adriatic coast. Serbian princes accept the 
supreme power of the emperor. 

892–917 Reign of Serbian Prince Petar Gojniković.

913–959 Reign of Emperor Constantine VII Porphyro-
gennetos. 

c. 926 Temporary occupation of Serbia, until 927, by 
the Bulgarian army led by Tsar Simeon. 

c. 933–c. 950 Reign of Prince Časlav.

c. 950 Dubrovnik diocese elevated to archdiocese, 
with jurisdiction over the regions of Serbia, 
Travunia and Zachlumia.

1018 Byzantine Emperor Basil II establishes the 
Catepanate of Bulgaria and Theme of Serbia, 
following the collapse of the Bulgarian Empire.

1019–1020 Byzantine Emperor Basil II designates the ter-
ritorial size of the Archbishopric of Ohrid, also 
comprising the Bishopric of Ras.

1039–1042 Prince Vojislav seizes control of Serbia and Dio-
cleia, and subsequently of Travunia and Zach-
lumia.

1064 Hungarians seize Byzantine Belgrade.

1072 Aborted uprising against Byzantine rule in the 
theme of Bulgaria. The rebels proclaim Kon-
stantin Bodin, son of Prince Mihailo of Dio-
cleia, Tsar of Bulgaria.

1077 King Mihailo of Diocleia seeks the papal flag 
from Pope Gregory VII.

c. 1085 King Bodin of Diocleia seizes the region of Ras 
and appoints Vukan and Marko to govern it.

1089 Diocese of Bar elevated to the status of an arch-
diocese.

1094 Meeting of Emperor Alexios Komnenos and 
Raška Župan Vukan.

1096 The Crusader army passes through the territory 
of present-day Serbia, taking the military route 
from Belgrade, through Niš and Sofia, to Con-
stantinople, while one part of the army makes 
its way along the roads towards the Adriatic 
coast. 

1118–1143 Reign of Emperor John II Komnenos.
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c. 1122 Emperor John Komnenos conquers Ras.

1127 During the Byzantine-Hungarian war, Serbs 
seize the fortress of Ras. Grand Župan Uroš I 
marries his daughter Jelena to the Hungarian 
heir and future king, Bela the Blind. 

1129 The Byzantine army conquers Ras. Grand 
Župan Uroš I recognises the emperor’s supreme 
authority, and pledges to supply military forces.

1143–1180 Reign of Emperor Manuel I Komnenos.

1147 Two large Crusader armies, led by German Em-
peror Konrad III and French King Louis VII, 
pass through Serbia, following the old military 
road from Belgrade through Niš and Sofia to 
Constantinople.

1166–1196 Reign of Grand Župan Stefan Nemanja.

1172 Stefan Nemanja’s attempt to renege on his al-
legiance to Byzantine authority. Emperor Ma-
nuel I Komnenos enters Raška and the defeated 
Grand Župan marches in the emperor’s trium-
phal procession in Constantinople.

1180–1183 Reign of Emperor Alexios II Komnenos; after his 
assassination Stefan Nemanja refuses to recog-
nise the new emperor Andronikos I Komnenos 
and sets out to conquer the Byzantine regions.

1185–1195 Reign of Emperor Isaac II Angelos.

1189 During the third passage of the Crusaders through 
Serbia, Stefan Nemanja and Friedrich Barbarossa 
meet at Niš and discuss forming an alliance. 

1191 In a battle on the South Morava River, the Ser-
bian army suffers defeat by the Byzantines. Ne-
manja returns a small part of the territories he 
seized to the Byzantine emperor, and marries 
his middle son and heir apparent, Stefan, to the 
emperor’s niece, Eudokia. 

c. 1191 Rastko Nemanjić goes to Mount Athos, takes 
monastic vows and becomes known as the 
monk, Sava.

1195–1203 Reign of Emperor Alexios III Angelos.

1196 Stefan Nemanja abdicates in favour of Stefan, 
now a nephew-in-law of the Byzantine emperor, 
and withdraws to the Monastery of Studenica as 
the monk Simeon, and subsequently to Mount 
Athos, the following year, where he stays until 
his death in 1199.

1198 The monks Simeon and Sava reconstruct the 
Hilandar monastery on Mount Athos.

1204 Fourth Crusade, the Crusaders sack Constan-
tinople and divide the Byzantine Empire.

1204–1261 Empire of Nicaea. The house of Nemanjić con-
siders it to be the successor to the old Byzan-
tium.

1204–1221 Reign of Nicaean Emperor Theodore I Laskaris. 

1217 Coronation of Stefan Nemanjić as the first 
crowned king ‘of all the Serbian and maritime 
lands’ – by means of a legacy sent to him by 
Pope Honorius III.

1219 The consecration of Archimandrite Sava Nemanjić 
as the first Serbian archbishop ‘of all Serbian and 
maritime lands’ in Nicaea; the Ecumenical Patri-
arch and the Council in Nicaea give the Serbian 
Archbishopric the right to autocephaly. The Mon-
astery of Žiča becomes the seat of the archbishop 
and the coronation church.

1236 Archbishop Sava (Nemanjić) dies in the Bul-
garian town of Trnovo; the following year, his 
remains are transferred to the Monastery of 
Mileševa.

1243–1276 Reign of King Stefan Uroš I.

1259–1282 Reign of Michael VIII Palaiologos.

1261 Restoration of the Byzantine Empire at Con-
stantinople.

1274 King Uroš rejects the Union of Lyon.

1276–1282 Reign of King Stefan Dragutin.

1282–1328 Reign of Andronikos II Palaiologos.

1282 At the Council of Deževo, King Dragutin abdi-
cates in favour of his brother, Milutin, and re-
ceives his own, separate lands. The same year, the 
Serbs launch an attack on Byzantium and take 
Skopje, Polog, Ovče Polje and areas around the 
Bregalnica River. The following year they ad-
vance to the Aegean Sea.

1282–1321 Reign of Stefan Uroš II Milutin. 

c. 1291 Kuman–Tartar invasion of Serbia; Žiča is 
burned down. The seat of the Serbian Archbish-
opric is moved to Peć.

1298–1299 Byzantine-Serbian negotiations. Peace conclud-
ed in 1299, and strengthened by the marriage 
between King Milutin and Simonida, the daugh-
ter of the emperor, Andronikus II Palaiologos. 
Milutin’s conquests till then, the most important 
among them, northern Macedonia with Skopje, 
are recognised in the form of a dowry.  

1314 King Milutin captures, nearly blinds and exiles 
his son Stefan Dečanski because of the latter’s 
revolt against his authority. Stefan with his sons 
spends nearly seven years in Constantinople. 

1321–1331 Reign of Stefan Uroš III Dečanski.

1324–1337 Administration of Serbian Archbishop Danilo II.

1328–1341 Reign of Andronikos III Palaiologos.

1330 Battle of Velbuzhd – victory of the Serbian 
army led by Stefan Dečanski over Bulgarian 
Tsar Michael.  Stefan Dušan, the young king, 
demonstrates great courage in battle.

1331–1355 Reign of King Stefan Dušan.
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1334 King Dušan conquers regions in central Mac-
edonia, including Ohrid and Prilep. 

1341–1354 Civil war in Byzantium, between the regents of 
the under-aged Jovan V Palaiologos, and John 
Kantakouzenos, who proclaims himself emper-
or and protector of the Palaiologoi. 

1341–1391 Reign of John V Palaiologos.

1342 Alliance between John Kantakouzenos and 
King Dušan. The king’s conquests in south-
western Macedonia and northern Epiros.

1343 Alliance of regents with King Stefan Dušan, 
who, from that time, in his traditional title of 
ruler ‘of all the Serbian and maritime lands’, 
adds ‘of the Greek lands’.

1345 King Dušan seizes control of Serres, south-east-
ern Macedonia and the Holy Mount.

End of 1345 / 
beginning of 
1346

King Dušan proclaims himself as the emperor 
of Serbia and part of the Byzantine Empire; he 
most often uses the title ‘vasilevs and autokra-
tor of Serbia and Romania’ (in Greek) and ‘em-
peror of the Serbs and Greeks’ (in the Serbian 
language).

1346 Imperial coronation of Stefan Dušan in Skopje. 
The Serbian Church is elevated to the status of 
a patriarchate, and Archbishop Joanikije is con-
secrated as the first Serbian patriarch. 

1347–1354 Reign of John VI Kantakouzenos. 

1347 Emperor Dušan takes control of Epiros.

1348 Emperor Dušan takes control of Thessaly.

1349 Dušan’s Code proclaimed at a state assembly in 
Skopje. (The Code is later amended and pro-
claimed at an assembly in Serres in 1354).

1352 Constantinopolitan Patriarch Kallistos and the 
Synod pronounce an anathema against Emper-
or Dušan and Patriarch Joanikije and the Serbi-
an bishops (the so-called Kallistos’ Anathema) 
because of Dušan’s coronation as Byzantine Em-
peror and the raising of the Serbian Church to 
the status of a patriarchate.

1352 The Battle at Demotika, in which Emperor John 
VI Kantakouzenos and the Turks defeat the 
supporters of John V Palaiologos, the Serbs and 
the Bulgarians.

1354 Turks seize the city of Gallipoli, and establish 
their first stronghold in Europe.

1355 Emperor Dušan dies of unknown causes. The 
dissolution of his state soon leads to an epoch 
of internecine conflicts among the numerous 
regional overlords.

1355–1371 Reign of Emperor Stefan Uroš.

1365 Vukašin Mrnjavčević receives the title of king 
and becomes the co-ruler of Emperor Uroš.

1371 Battle of the Maritsa, King Vukašin  and Despot 
Uglješa Mrnjavčević are killed. Vukašin’s son, 
Marko, until then the ‘young king’, gains the title 
of king. With the death of the emperor Uroš, the 
male line of the Nemanjić family is extinguished.

1372–1389 Reign of Prince Lazar Hrebeljanović.

1375 Reconciliation of the Serbian and the Byzantine 
churches. The Ecumenical Patriarchate pardons 
Dušan, Uroš, Joanikije and the bishops, the Peć 
archbishop’s title of patriarch is recognised in 
internal communication, and Dušan’s title of the 
emperor of Serbia is posthumously recognised. 

1376–1379 Reign of Andronikos IV Palaiologos.

1377 The Bosnian ban Tvrtko I Kotromanić is 
crowned as the king of the Serbs, Bosnia, the 
Pomorje (maritime) and western lands.

1389 Battle of Kosovo, the death of Prince Lazar and 
Sultan Murat.

1391–1425 Reign of Manuel II Palaiologos

1402 The Battle of Angora, in which Stefan Lazarević 
wages war as the vassal of Sultan Bayazit. On 
his return from the battlefield, in Constan-
tinople the Byzantine emperor awards him the 
highest title, that of ‘despot’.

1402–1427 Reign of Despot Stefan Lazarević.

1403–1404 Belgrade becomes the capital of the Serbian 
state (till 1427).

1408 Despot Stefan Lazarević is awarded the title of 
Knight of the Order of the Dragon, established 
by Hungarian King Szigismund.

1425–1448 Reign of John VIII Palaiologos.

1428–1430 The building of Smederevo, the new capital of 
the Serbian state.

1439 Despot Đurađ rejects the Florentine Union. 
Smederevo falls the first time.

1440 First Ottoman siege of Belgrade (ruled by Hun-
gary).

1449–1453 Reign of Constantine XI Dragases Palaiologos.

1453 Turks seize Constantinople. On 29th May, Sultan 
Mehmed II makes a ceremonial entry into the 
city, which becomes the capital of the Ottoman 
Empire – Istanbul.

1455 Turks seize Novo Brdo.

1456 Second Ottoman siege of Belgrade (ruled by Hun-
gary).

1459 Smederevo falls to the Turks; the end of the Ser-
bian medieval state.
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ВИИНЈ = Византијски извори за историју народа Југослави-
је I–VI, Београд 1955–1986.
ГГБ = Годишњак града Београда, Београд
ГДКС = Гласник Друштва конзерватора Србије, Београд
ГСАД = Гласник Српског археолошког друштва, Београд
ГСУД = Гласник Српског ученог друштва, Београд
ЗЗСК = Зборник заштите споменика културе, Београд
ЗМПУ = Зборник Музеја примењене уметности, Београд
ЗМСЛУ = Зборник Матице српске за ликовне уметности, 
Нови Сад
ЗНМ = Зборник Народног музеја у Београду, Београд
ЗРВИ = Зборник радова Византолошког института, Београд
ЗФФ = Зборник Филозофског факултета, Београд
ИГ = Историјски гласник, Београд
ИСН = Историја српског народа I–III, Београд 1981–1983.
ИЧ = Историјски часопис, Београд
ЛССВ = Лексикон српског средњег века, edd. С. Ћирковић, Р. 
Михаљчић, Београд 1999.
НПЗ = Новопазарски зборник, Нови Пазар
ПКЈИФ = Прилози за књижевност, језик, историју и фол-
клор, Београд
РВМ = Рад Војвођанских музеја, Нови Сад
ХЗ = Хиландарски зборник, Београд
AAC = Acta Archaeologica Carphatica, Krakow
AP = Arheološki pregled, Beograd
AB = Archaeologia Bulgarica, Sofia
BF = Byzantinische Forschungen, Amsterdam
BMGS = Byzantine and Modern Greek Studies, Birmingham
BZ = Byzantinische Zeitschrift, München
CA = Cahiers archéologiques, Paris
DOP = Dumbarton Oaks Papers, Washington D.C.
ODB = The Oxford Dictionary of Byzantium I–III, ed. A. P. 
Kazhdan, New York – Oxford 1991.

PG = Patrologiae cursus completus, ser. graeca, ed. J.-P. Migne, 
1–161, Paris 1857–1866.
VAMZ = Vjesnik Arheološkog muzeja u Zagrebu, Zagreb
ΔΧΑΕ = Δελτίον της Χριστιανικής Αρχαιολογικής Εταιρίας, 
Αθήνα

Антонова, Шумен = В. Антонова, Шумен и Шуменската кре-
пост, Шумен 1985.
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