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Miloš Živkovi
(Institute for Byzantine Studies f the Serbian Academy of Sciences and Arts, Belgrade)

AN ICONOGRAPHIC NOTE ON THE WALL PAINTINGS 

OF THE KATHOLIKON OF HE HILANDAR MONASTERY: 

THE DEPICTION OF ST. SISOES ABOVE THE GRAVE OF ALEXANDER 

THE GREAT IN THE EXONARTHEX

As part of the extensive and continuous architectural and artistic activities in 

the Hilandar monastery during the 18th and early 19th century, the exonarthex of the 

catholicon, built in the 14th century, was decorated with frescoes. This work was car-

ried out in 1803. by the monks Benjamin and Zacharias, cousins   of kyr Makarios, a 

painter from Galatista.

On a narrow area above the portal of the south wall, abovementioned painters 

depicted the early Christian hermit St. Sisoes above the tomb of Alexander the Great. 

This image, representing well-known iconographic subject of post-Byzantine art, is 

not unusual for the wall paintings in Serbian churches, but is only the latest in a series 

of preserved Serbian depictions of Sisoes’ lament. Almost two centuries before the 

27 ,  , 195,            
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fresco in Hilandar was created, Greek painters depicted St. Sisoes above Alexander’s 

tomb in Piva (1604/5) and Lomnica (1607/8). The same type of iconographic th me 

found its place in the thematic repertoires of the frescoes in the Dormition monastery 

in Reževi i (end of the third decade of the seventeenth century), the church with 

the same dedication in the Podmaine monastery near Budva (soon after 1630), as 

well as in the narthex of the Church of St. Nicholas in the Nikolje monastery (1637). 

One hundred years later a fresco of Sisoes’ lament was painted in the Church of 

St. Nicholas in the Dra a Monastery (1735). On the other side, for the purpose of 

adequate interpretation of Hilandar fresco in question, one should bear in mind artistic 

traditions of Mount Athos as well. Namely, St. Sisoes above Alexander’s grave was 

often painted in the temples of this monastic comunity, starting from the Þ rst half 

of the 16th century. Sisoes’ image from Hilandar is chronologically preceded by the 

frescoes in the cemetery churches of monasteries Karakallou (1768) and Stauroniketa 

(1798), as well as those in the Skete of Kausokalybia (1776) and in the narthex of the 

katholikon of Xeropotamou (1783).

The short following inscription on the fresco from Hilandar is not conventional. 

True, its second part, the monk’s cry (Alas death! How you destroy everything!), is 

in a sence related to the ending of the poem that was used as a literary basis for the 

iconographic theme in question (Ah, ah, death, who can avoid you?). Also, Hilandar 

inscription can to a certain extent be linked to some Athonite examples, such as a short 

sentence written on the aforementioned fresco from Xeropotamou. Finally, the say-

ings of the philosophers in one, for our topic important, section of the Salvation of the 

Sinful (1641), a work of Agapitos Landos the Cretan, are similar to a short sentence 

above Alexander’s tomb in Hilandar. Since a manuscript of Serbian translation of 

mentioned book by Agapitos, created in 1725, is preserved in Serbian monastery on 

Mount Athos, this theological and didactic work should also be kept in mind regard-

ing the Hilandar Sisoes’ lament, although not in terms of making a direct connection 

between the two. In addition to this, for the purpose of a valid contextualization of 

the fresco in question, one should not forget the fact that a manuscript of Serbian 

Alexandride, copied in the 18th century, is preserved in the Hilandar Library.
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