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This article explores the fresco cycle in St. Achilles’s church in Arilje, Serbia.
The church decoration was endowed by Stephan Dragutin, the sixth king of the
Nemanji¢ dynasty. First, an overview of medieval Serbian church architecture
is given, thereby clarifying the importance of Arilje. Second, the historical and
political situation surrounding Dragutin, from the foundation of the Nemanjié
dynasty to the family struggles over the throne, is discussed briefly. Third, the
previous studies on Arilje are surveyed and fourth, a description of the mural
decorations in the church is given. Fifth, the characteristics and peculiarities of
the decorative programme are pointed out to examine how they reflect the
donor’s intentions.

The fresco cycle in Arilje has many unique features: in the apse, Judas
Iscariot is depicted in the Communion of the Apostles; John the Baptist has
wings and holds his own head after having been beheaded by King Herod; it
includes an image of the Church Conference convened by Serbian Stephan
Nemanya (St. Simeon); in the narthex, Balaam, the donkey, and the Archangel
Michael have been added to the Tree of Jesse; the Nativity of Christ is also
included in the Tree of Jesse, together with the Archangel Michael; an acrostic
about the Byzantine emperor Michael VIII Palaiologos; and the Sacrifice of
Abraham is the only scene from the Old Testament.

Surprisingly, none of these peculiar features has been examined closely thus
far. The author proposes that these singularities are linked together by a
particular message which emerges when the meaning of each motif is
deciphered. They were interwoven, just like the warp and weft of a tapestry,
into a coherent message that conveys the donor’s wishes and prayers.
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Although the Arilje frescoes were painted toward the end of the 13th century,
when the Byzantine Empire had already begun to decline, Byzantine-style
churches had blossomed in this remote region of the Empire. The iconography
originally created in the Empire left traces in the surrounding areas. In the
process of transmission from the centre to remote areas, the iconography was
either adopted in accordance with Byzantine norms or transformed to newly
forged ones to fit a different context. Both of these examples are not limited to
Serbia; they can be found in the northern parts of the Empire as well, namely in
Bulgaria, Russia and Romania. The fresco cycle in Arilje represents a typical
example of such cultural transmission.
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