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Abstract: This article delves into the intriguing ®X®IT cryptograms on the west facade of the St. George Church in
Staro Nagori€ino, shedding light on their connection to the era of King Milutin and their profound theological significance. It
explores the convergence of architecture and symbolism, focusing on these cryptograms as a representation of the “True
Light” within Christianity and its correlation to the concept of victory. The study delves into the influence of the Liturgy of the
Presanctified Gifts. It investigates how placing these cryptograms above the church’s doorway resonates with architectural
and spiritual narratives. It examines the architectural features of the church’s west fagade, reflecting King Milutin’s depiction
on the north wall and his role as the “New Constantine.” The cryptogram ®X®M ( wac Xpiotod paiver nasw/ “The light of Christ
shines upon all’) is strategically placed above the bifora in the central axis of the facade, marking the four sides of the Cross.
The motif depicting the true light coming into the world is painted on both sides of the interior of the west entrance, creating a
liminal space. This motif references the ancient Biblical verse from the Gospel of John 1:9: “The true light, which gives light to
everyone, was coming into the world”. Apart from the biblical reference, the patronage inscriptions and the prayerful mention
of King Stefan Uro$ Il Milutin Nemanji¢ and Queen Simonis are also highlighted. Their names are inscribed on the lintel of the
portal. This study uncovers the intricate symbolism and architectural nuances of the St. George Church in Staro Nagori¢ino,
shedding light on the interplay of liturgical and historical context in this remarkable Byzantine architectural gem.
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1. INTRODUCTION

In art history, where each architectural detail holds a specific meaning, the St. George Church in
Staro Nagori¢ino (Fig.1; nowadays near Kumanovo, North Macedonia) emerges as a captivating tableau
of devotion and historical narrative. The church, initially constructed by Romanos IV Diogenes in the
11th century, underwent restoration in the early 14th century under Serbian King Stefan Uro$ Il Milutin
(r. 1282-1321). The restoration during 1312/13 transformed the church into a five-domed cross-in-square
structure (Todic¢, 1993, p. 328; Kora¢, 2003, p. 38). What make this church particularly intriguing is its
polychromatic lateral facades and, more specifically, the symbolic triumphal character of the west facade.
The building’s exterior is easily recognizable due to a triumphal arch adorned with various ornamental
brickwork units (Piltz, 2011, pp. 173- 188; Ciri¢, 2015, pp. 206-215). These ornamental elements carry
profound symbolic significance, making them powerful transmitters of meaning.

This article explores the intricate narratives concealed within the church’s architecture, focusing
on a particular cryptogram carefully positioned in the lunette of the bifora window above the western
doorway. As we delve into the confluence of spirituality, symbolism, and the potent force of light, we aim
to decipher the hidden meanings encapsulated in this intriguing element, shedding light on its creators’
profound beliefs and artistic intentions.

2. MATERIALS AND METHODS

The study aims to comprehensively provide a detailed analysis of the meaning of the west facade of
St. George Church in Staro Nagori¢ino by focusing on its construction, dedication, and artistic elements.

To ensure replicability, the research employed established methodologies in art historical research,
outlining step-by-step procedures undertaken during the investigation.

- Historical data in situ: The study extensively connects inscriptions, particularly the one above the
portal, to unveil crucial insights into the church’s construction. References to established works in the field
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provide a robust contextual framework (Todi¢ 1993, p. 328).

Architectural Image: This involved an exploration of unique decorations and contextualization within
the historical milieu based on previously published works. Identifying specific decorated cryptograms, each
carrying profound liturgical connotations related to Christian theology, enriched the analysis (Ciri¢, 2017,
pp. 206-215). The unpublished “Restoration Diary” with drawings and photographs of architect Durde
Boskovi¢ served as one of the crucial archival documents. They provided detailed, valuable information
on the conservation work and original brick ornaments on the facade.

. Fig.1. St. George church, upper register of the west fagade, Staro Nagori€ino, photo: ©
Jasmina S. Ciri¢

3. RESULTS

According to the inscription above the portal, King Milutin, alongside Queen Simonis, commissioned
the construction of the Church of St. George in Staro Nagori¢ino in 1312/1313, declaring victory over the
Turks: V toue ahto kray izbj turki (Todi¢, 1993, p. 328. It is particularly noteworthy to emphasize the
mention of Simonis’s name in the inscription, as it is the only inscription during King Milutin’s reign where
her name is referenced above the portal as a liminal space. This does not seem coincidental, especially
when considering the unique architectural characteristics of the church that will be repeated later in the
Church of Sts. Joachim and Anne in Studenica). The architectural features of the western facade of the
St. George Church in Staro Nagori¢ino vividly reflect the prevailing characteristics of the reign of King
Milutin, portraying him as the “New Constantine” (Cvetkovi¢, 1995, pp. 251- 276; Cvetkovi¢ 2023, pp.
667-692). This interpretation is particularly evident in the design elements that convey the idea of triumph,
resembling a triumphal arch (Ciri¢, 2016, pp. 179-186). In the upper part of the facade, the central archivolt
stands out with its distinct characteristics. Notably, the bifora, a motif previously examined in our research,
takes centre stage. Within this bifora, the “nodius Herculaneus” prominently signifies prayerful devotion
to saintly warriors. Remarkably, a similar motif was identified at the east window of the Sts. Joachim and
Anne church (King’s church) in Studenica, highlighting a connection in symbolic language across different
architectural contexts (Ciri¢, 2020, pp. 81-100; Ciri¢, 2023, pp. 465-488). King Milutin emphasized the
cult of saintly warriors through the church’s dedication and incorporation of symbols associated with St.
George. (Ciri¢, 2016, pp. 179-186). As shown in the book of drawings and photographs of the architect
Durde Boskovic, above the bifora in the central axis of the facade, a strategically positioned cryptogram,
OXOI (dag Xpotov aiver naow/“The light of Christ shines upon all”), marks the four sides of the Cross.
The brick with the cryptogram, initially crafted during the time of King Milutin, had been recorded in the
documents yet never before interpreted. Architect Burde BoSkovi¢'s drawing emphasized the historical
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continuity of the Heracles knot. It provided a tangible link to the original construction of the bifora, but
there is no description of the detail mentioned above. Beneath the cryptogram, within the lunette of
the window adorned with brick crosses (ceramoplastic acoustic tiles), the inscription IZ XZ NIKA was
executed (Walter, 1997, pp. 193-220; Kora¢ 2003, 46, cf. drawing of the west facade and fig. 14; similar
examples at Rhoby 2017, fn 9, 10,11). This cryptogram extends beyond its textual significance; it is an
integral part of the entire image of the bifora, contributing to the overall structural logic. It was not just
the exterior that had the cryptogram; it was also discovered in blue paint on the interior left and right
sides of the west portal of St. George’s Church in Staro Nagori¢ino. Moreover, during our exploration, we
uncovered analogous cryptograms at the apse of the Virgin Peribleptos church in Ohrid (ca.1282) and
later examples at Ljuboten (1336/37), specifically on the architrave of the portal and at the south side of
the apse closer to the diaconicon (Ciri¢, 2015, pp. 162-172; Kora¢ 2003, 114, 122) and south portal of St.
Archangel Michael church at Lesnovo (Gabeli¢ 2021, pp.251-272, esp.257). This discovery establishes a
fascinating connection across different architectural contexts, suggesting a shared symbolic language of
architecture during the first half of the 14th century.

4. DISCUSSIONS

Unlocking the significance behind the utilization of the cryptogram at the west facade of Staro
Nagori€ino can be illuminated through an exploration of the Liturgy of the Presanctified Gifts—a solemn
observance in the Eastern Orthodox Church held during the weekdays of Great Lent, excluding Saturdays
and Sundays. Unlike traditional liturgies, this ritual focuses on the distribution rather than the consecration
of the Eucharist, emphasizing themes of repentance, fasting, and anticipation of Christ’s sacrifice. The
liturgy encapsulates its essence in the profound words, “Te eas w @nbwov. & gurice: mivea avBporov, épropsvov sic Tov kooov”
(“The true Light, which enlightens every person coming into the world”).

Fig.2 St. George church, west fagade and bifora with @X®I1 cryptogram and the note of the architect
Durde Boskovi¢ (May 2nd, 1927), photo: ©Archaeological Institute — Belgrade (Republic of Serbia)
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Aprofound correlation emergesin considering the connection between the Liturgy of the Presanctified
Gifts and the architectural elements of the portal and window at the west facade of the church. Portals
and windows, acting as transitional spaces, symbolize the threshold between the earthly and the divine,
allowing light to represent the spiritual enlightenment brought by Christ metaphorically. Consequently, the
widespread use of the cryptogram ®X®I and its resolution ®&g Xpiotod eaiver ndow finds its roots in
the liturgical practices of this service.

Within the liturgy, specific instructions emphasize the priest’s proclamatior Zooia, opboi, g
Xpiotod gaiver niow ” (“Wisdom: stand up, the light of Christ shines for all’). Here, the cryptogram is an
adornment and a potent apotropaic and protective sign. Rather than being an arcane element, tetragrams
function as signal words, elucidating the meaning of inscriptions even for those not fully literate. In
essence, the cryptogram’s resonance with the Liturgy of the Presanctified Gifts establishes a profound
connection between the architectural elements, liturgical practices, and the spiritual tapestry embedded
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in the traditions of the Eastern Orthodox Church. The placement of the potent symbol on the west side
of the church is further emphasized by the depiction of the ktetor accompanied by Sts. Constantine and
Helena in the ktetorial composition. This connection strengthens the association with the concept of the
New Constantine and the Finding of the True Cross. The west facade, almost perpetually bathed in
sunlight, serves as a continual reminder of Christ as the Sun of Righteousness, casting His rays upon us
and illuminating our spiritual journey. During the liturgy of the Pre-Sanctified Gifts, where we approach the
Lamb with reverence, ringing bells to prompt humility resonates: “To those who fear my name, the Sun
of Righteousness shall arise, and health will be on His rays,” declares the prophet Malachi (Mal. 4, 2). In
the heart of the Great Lent, as we carry forth the triumphant Cross of the Lord, the church echoes Christ’s
call to “deny ourselves and take up our cross” for those who choose to follow Him. Denying ourselves
transcends subjugating everything to personal desires, necessitating a willingness to relinquish comfort
for others. The symbolism of the Cross speaks to us all over the facade and portal as a liminal zone,
inviting contemplation on choice (Ciri¢, 2016, pp. 146-151; Isar 2021, pp. 181-199.). This choice holds
the key to the world’s destiny, without which the world descends into darkness and the triumph of evil.

5. CONCLUSIONS

In unraveling the intricate layers of symbolism embedded in the St. George Church in Staro
Nagori€ino, our exploration has led us to a poignant revelation. The cryptogram, ®X®T1, strategically
positioned on the west facade, transcends mere ornamentation, becoming a profound link to its time’s
spiritual and cultural context. This cryptogram, resonating with the Liturgy of the Presanctified Gifts, is
more than a linguistic puzzle—it embodies a connection to the spiritual realm (Schmemann, 1969, pp.
45-61; Phoyntoyles & Fundulis, 1971; Joci¢ 2017, pp. 177-184). As the “true Light” that enlightens all,
it becomes a beacon of faith, seamlessly woven into the architectural fabric of the church. This radiant
message is not isolated; instead, it converges with the representation of the ruler and ktetor on the north
wall, alongside Queen Simonis and the revered St. George to whom the church is devoted.

In the 14th century, the age of faith, where symbols and apotropaic signs spoke a language
understood by the devout, the cryptogram became a testament to the ruler’s devotion, transcending
earthly triumphs to embody the divine light that shines upon all. As we contemplate the west facade, we
glimpse not just architectural prowess but a spiritual narrative—a story told in cryptic symbols, invoking
the medieval consciousness and reinforcing the connection between earthly rulership, faith, and the
eternal light that guides the path of believers.
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