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Miloš Živković 
(University of Belgrad, Serbia)

THE LEGENDARY RULER IN MEDIEVAL GUISE: 
FEW OBSERVATIONS ON THE ICONOGRAPHY 
OF BELGRADE ALEXANDRIDE
The exceptional figure of Alexander the Great has been denoting the latter centu-

ries of Ancient history for a long time. The Ruler charisma of his Hellenistic successors 
was largely formed on the basis of their caring about the memory of this great conqueror, 
and the propaganda programme of several Roman emperors relied on the idea of Imitatio 
Alexandri. The official art production eloquently testifies about this1. Within this wide 
context, but also in connection with many other phenomena, primarily from the domain of 
popular culture, the occurrence of the so-called Pseudo Callisthenes’ Alexander Romance 
should be observed. This literary work, written sometime in the 4th century, certainly be-
fore 338 A. D., when its Latin translation is dated, represents one of the most distinctive 
biographies of Alexander the Great2.

Since it was intensively modeled under the influences of fantastic and popular liter-
ary poetics3, Alexander Romance was very popular during the Middle Ages. When it 
comes to Byzantium, one should undoubtedly connect the outspread of this romance 
with the popularity of its main hero4. Namely, the comparison of Byzantine emperors 
with Alexander was insomuch common rhetorical locus generalis that this ancient con-
queror can be treated as paradigmatic figure of Byzantine imperial ideology5. In this 
regard, the scene of Alexander’s Ascension is distinguished, since it should apparently be 
understood as a kind of allegorical image of the Byzantine emperor, as evidenced by its 
iconography and some written sources6. Yet only small number of Byzantine illustrated 
manuscripts of Alexander Romance survived. Particularly noteworthy is the manuscript 
from the library of Instituto Ellenico in Venice (cod. gr. 5), where Alexander the Great 
is regularly represented with the insignia of Byzantine emperor. Creation of the manu-
script can be reliably connected with the initiative of the Emperor of Trebizond Alexios 
Comnenos III (1349–1390) 7.

The reception of Late Antique romanced biography of Alexander the Great in the 
context of the Western medieval culture is characterized by extraordinary complexity, 
especially in textual terms. Quantitative range of the phenomena under consideration is 
sufficiently illustrated by the fact that Alexander Romance, seen in all its versions, was 
the most read medieval non-theological work8. As in Byzantine art, the most common 
image of Alexander the Great in the medieval art of the West was the scene of his Ascen-
sion9. Multitude of manuscripts was illustrated within voluminous corpus of the western 
manuscripts of “Alexander literature”10. Aspiration for the integration of the ancient nar-
rative into contemporary military context, that is into the iconography of chivalry, stands 
out as their basic iconographic and ideological feature. Perhaps the most representative 
example of the mentioned phenomenon is the Oxford manuscript of the French Roman 
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d’ Alexandre created in 1344 (MS Bodley 264)11. Tendency towards modernization of Al-
exander’s figure and biography culminated in later Middle Ages. At that time, namely, 
chivalric guise of Alexander experienced its full legitimation — ancient ruler was included 
within the group of the Nine Heroes that personified chivalric ideals. Together with two 
pagan rulers — Hector and Julius Caesar, three biblical — Joshua, Judas Maccabeus and 
David, and three Christian heroes — Arthur, Charles the Great and, most frequently, God-
frey of Bouillon, Alexander was often represented in the profane art of the 14th and 15th 
centuries12. Wider context of ruler’s iconography in which the streamlined warrior figure 
of Alexander was put is characteristic of Duchy of Burgundy. Luxurious manuscripts and 
large format tapestries with the scenes from Alexander’s life, which were ordered by Philip 
the Bold (1363–1404) and Philip the Good (1419–1467), are eloquent testimonies of the 
tendency of Burgundian dukes to identify themselves with the legendary ancient ruler13. 

* * *
Among the multitude of illustrated manuscripts of medieval literary works devoted 

to Alexander the Great, there are three manuscripts of Serbian translation and adaptation 
of Alexander Romance — the so called Serbian Alexandride14. This literary work, created 
maybe already in the beginning of the 14th century15, has been treated in historiography, 
together with the Serbian version of Romance of Troy, as the most important Serbian me-
dieval romance. “Specific gravity” of Serbian Alexandride within the context of Serbian 
literature is best shown by the fact that over 250 of its manuscripts survived. Equally 
important information is that the dates of their creation cover wide time range — from the 
14th until the 19th century.

Unfortunately, only two illustrated manuscripts of Serbian Alexandride are pre-
served — Sofia manuscript (National Library “Cyril and Methodios“, No. 771 (381)), cre-
ated in the second quarter of the 15th century16, and still unpublished manuscript from the 
National library in Belgrade17. The third manuscript was also kept in the National library 
in Belgrade (No. 226 (757)), but it was destroyed during German bombing in 1941, along 
with many other invaluable materials, so today its miniatures are available only through 
photographic negatives which are kept in the National Museum in Belgrade18. 

Bearing in mind the complexity of problems regarding the place of the figure of Alex-
ander the Great in medieval art and culture, to which we only hinted in the introductory 
part, the determination of the place held by Serbian Alexandride’s miniatures in this wide 
context is imposed as a particularly important task. Comparative research is significant 
primarily as a way of discovering its origins, that is, iconographic sources of the minia-
tures. Our work is just as a contribution to that task but its scope is quite limited. Our 
subject is, namely, the destroyed Belgrade manuscript of Serbian Alexandride. We would 
like to focus our attention primarily on some of its iconographic features, since they rep-
resent solitary realizations within the integral corpus of illuminated manuscripts of Alex-
ander literature, both East and West. 

The iconographic origins of Belgrade miniatures have already been treated in schol-
arly literature. Vladimir R. Petković, the first researcher of the manuscript, thought that 
direct “Greek-Oriental” template for the Belgrade Alexandride was some manuscript 
from the West, probably from Italy19. Certain western influences were noticed by Mara 
Harisijadis, and she interpreted them as a consequence of copying of the western model, 
although she allowed the posibility that the model with western elements was actually 
some Byzantine or Slavic manuscript20. Observations of Jovanka Maksimović followed in 
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the same vein. In her synthetic study of Serbian medieval miniatures she concluded that 
the miniatures of Belgrade Alexandride reflect a symbiosis of Byzantine iconography and 
“Late Gothic mannerism“21. Finally, several characteristic formal-iconographic details in 
the miniatures served as a solid foundation for Dragutin B. Vasiljević’s conclusion about 
the western influences on their creation22. Our intention is just opposite to the opinion of 
the earlier researchers. We intend to show the unambiguous Byzantine provenance of the 
iconography of Belgrade Alexandride, on the example of several among its 24 miniatures. 

* * *
Miniatures of Belgrade Alexandride are formally and iconographically coherent, al-

though not quiet consistently shaped unit. Their most striking formal feature is that, be-
sides the narrative scenes which illustrate fable of the romance, there exists quite a num-
ber of standing, mainly frontal figures of the protagonists of the romance. Regarding this 
feature, Belgrade manuscript is almost solitary within the whole corpus of medieval il-
lustrated manuscripts of Alexander literature. Frontal images from Belgrade Alexandride 
can to some extent be connected only with two Western-European manuscripts. Four 
standing figures of the ancient rulers, from Kyros the Great to Octavian, are represented 
in the end of the extensive miniature cycle from Leipzig manuscript of Historia de Preliis, 
the medieval Latin translation of Greek Alexander Romance, from the end of the 13th 
century23. Frontal, though not standing figures, represented out of the miniature cycle, 
but near the text where they were mentioned, are painted in the Brussels manuscript of 
the same work, dating from the third quarter of the 12th century24. 

Similarly, in the overall medieval iconography of Alexander the Great, both Eastern 
and Western, analogous or even related examples cannot be found for the iconographic 
structure of the Belgrade manuscript. This especially refers to the costume of the pro-
tagonist of Alexandride, which was a kind of fundamental iconographic means of the il-
luminator. Therefore, there is a need for a more detailed analysis of these, often peculiar, 
costumes. 

 Unlike images of the majority of soldiers, which are represented in extremely stylized 
Byzantine military equipment25, equestrian image of Alexander, as well as similar soldiers’ 
images, are exceptional regarding their iconography26. From the very beginning scholars’ 
attention was attracted by a peculiar hat, as a kind of curiosity. The majority of authors 
noticed similarity between it and the hat represented on the portrait of the Byzantine em-
peror John VIII Palaiologos (1425–1448), which was created by famous master Pisanello 
during the residence of the Byzantine delegation at the Council of Ferrara-Florence in 
1438-143927, as well as on the portrait of the same emperor in Sinai Psalter (Sinait. gr. 
2123, 30v)28. We are inclined to attribute certain smaller differences between these two 
examples and Alexander’s hat in the Belgrade manuscript to the improvisation of the il-
luminator, instead of typological differentiation, since the hats of Alexander’s soldiers al-
most entirely match the shape of the hat of John VIII. It is evidenced by characteristic 
vertical creases on the rims of the hats of the soldiers in the scene of Alexander’s banquet, 
which will be discussed later in the text29. Specialists in the history of Byzantine costume 
mainly recognize the hat of John VIII as skiadion (σκιάδ‹ε›ιον) which is mentioned in the 
Pseudo-Kodinos treatise as an element of a costume of the higher court dignitaries and 
the Byzantine emperor himself30. This hypothesis is not fully demonstrable since there 
is no precise description in the mentioned written source. However, besides etymology 
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(σκιά — shadow), it is strengthened by the fact that several examples analogous to the 
hat of John VIII are all found on the portraits of Byzantine emperors and dignitaries, ex-
cept for one particular example. Those images, simultaneously, complete the list of icono-
graphic analogies for the hat of Alexander the Great and his soldiers in Belgrade Alexan-
dride. Thus, skiadion is represented on the funeral portrait of Manuel Laskaris Hatzikes 
in the narthex of Panaghia Pantanassa in Mystra, created in 144531. In the pursuit for 
adequate comparative examples, one should also mention oriental costume represented 
in some Western-European manuscripts, which were not, until recently, treated in con-
nection with the study of Late Byzantine costume. Person represented in the lower left 
corner of the miniature in the Parisian manuscript of Thomas of Saluzzo’s work, Chevalier 
errant, created between 1403 and 1405 (Bibliothèque nationale de France, MS fr. 12559, 
fol. 162), also wears a skiadion32. As Jan Kubiski argumentatively assumed, on the basis of 
written sources, it is in fact a kind of a “portrait” of emperor Manuel Palaiologos II (1391–
1425), who visited Paris twice, as a guest of the French king Charles VI (1388–1422)33. 
On this particular occasion, we would especially like to extract an example that historians 
of Byzantine costume, as far as we know, have not noticed. Its importance rests especially 
on the fact that it definitely confirms much earlier occurrence of skiadion, as it is, after all, 
suggested on the basis of already mentioned Pseudo-Kodinos treatise. Namely, skiadion is 
represented in the already mentioned Byzantine manuscript of Alexander Romance from 
Venice. In the scene Empress Kandakia sends painters to portray Alexander (fol. 143r), 
painters are represented with this type of hat34.

After we have hopefully determined that Alexander the Great and his soldiers in Bel-
grade manuscript were represented with the characteristic hat belonging to Late Byz-
antine court costume, we must try to identify the motifs that guided illuminator in his 
decision to do so. Besides the less likely possibility that it was somehow connected with 
one episode of Serbian Alexandride35, we consider that there are lots of reasons to think 
that the illuminator had in mind an Eastern origin of skiadion. It was recently pointed out 
in Maria Parani’s article on Late Byzantine Costume and Cultural Identity that Pseudo-
Kodinos in his treatise emphasizes that kabbadion, epilourikon and granatza, garments of 
Assyrian origin well known to him, were adopted by Kyros the Great, after his conquest 
of Assyria. He also writes that epilourikon and fakeolion were borrowed from the Medi-
ans. The most interesting is what follows: Pseudo-Kodinos, in his aspiration to “byzan-
tinize” these robes, creates a pseudo-historic construction. Since Alexander the Great is 
the successor of the Empire of Kyros the Great, and, on the other hand, Alexander is the 
founder of the Roman Empire, there is no reason to regard these elements of costume as 
non-Roman, or in terminology of nowadays, non-Byzantine36. These by all means interest-
ing details, especially if they represent an expression of widely accepted way of thinking, 
could be the reason for putting Late Byzantine court hat of well known Eastern origin 
on the head of Alexander the Great. Simultaneously, our interpretation is, indirectly, an 
argument for the existence of a Byzantine model for Belgrade Alexandride, since one can 
surely assume that these speculations on the origins of elements of the Late Byzantine 
costume were not known within Serbian medieval culture.

Regarding its costume, the second portrait of Alexander in Belgrade Alexandride, is 
also unique within his medieval iconography37. Very similar is the image of one of his gen-
erals, Emperor Antioch38. They both wear kabbadion39 and mantle40, and their peculiar 
caps should be identified as fakeolion (φακεώλιον) from Pseudo-Kodinos treatise41. Cer-
tainly, the most famous image of fakeolion is found on the portrait of Theodor Metochitеs 
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in Chora monastery42. Many similar Serbian examples have already been noticed in earlier 
researches43. However, in our opinion, one particular, quite distinctive scene should be 
mentioned. Namely, there is the greatest degree of formal compatibility, and in some cases 
of decoration, between the costume of Alexander in Belgrade manuscript and in the im-
ages of saintly warriors represented in the so-called Heavenly Court in several Serbian and 
Byzantine Churches, such as Treskavac (1334–1335)44, Zaum (1361)45, Markov manastir 
(1376–1381)46, and, especially, the image of Saint Alexander from the church of Saint 
Athanasius του Μουζάκη in Kastoria (1383–1384)47. Special importance of these figures, 
besides the fact that they are often represented with kabbadion and mantle, rests on the 
fact that they represent closest formal comparative examples to the images of Alexander 
and Antioch, too. This is witnessed by an interesting detail. Namely, the magic ring on 
Alexander’s portrait, represented as a kind of illustration of a specific episode from the ro-
mance48, has a rather peculiar position — not on his finger, but on his frontally represented 
palm. Such a position coincides with the way the ceremonial sticks were represented on 
some scenes of the Heavenly court. In our opinion, Alexander’s posture as a whole, as well 
as frontal positions of all other standing figures of protagonists of Belgrade Alexandride, is 
best understood if they are viewed in direct dependence upon the figures of the Heavenly 
Court. Unlike the narrative scenes, standing figures from Belgrade manuscript are, thus, 
directly borrowed from monumental art and not from some kind of an older manuscript. 
Also, one can conclude that the images of Alexander and Antioch are shaped to fit an im-
age of Late Byzantine court dignitary. It would be wrong to recognize Serbian noblemen’s 
costume on their images, as it was often done49. 

The images of Emperor Senchos and unidentified emperor50 should also be read in the 
same iconographic context. Some scholars tried to interpret the shape of their crowns, 
with Gothic trefoil decoration, as an indication of Western influences on the Belgrade 
manuscript illustrations51. However, it was just opposite. In the pursuit of the adequate 
comparative examples, one can find primarily Eastern Christian analogies. One of the most 
relevant images is certainly the portrait of Ivan Asen, the son of Bulgarian emperor Ivan 
Alexander, represented in his famous Gospels from the British Library (Add. MS 39627). 
A similar crown was also represented on the portrait of the emperor’s son-in-law, despot 
Constantine52. These crowns, in fact, completely correspond to the description of des-
pot’s stematogirion in Pseudo-Kodionos text53. Similar wreath, with the addition of 
perpendoulia, is represented on the portrait of Jovan Dragušin from Pološko54. Actually, 
the latter example is even more adequate, regarding its shape and pearl decoration. It 
seems, therefore, that crowns from Belgrade Alexandride should be recognized as Byzan-
tine stematogirions. Their Gothic decoration is probably another example of illuminator’s 
improvisation. In our opinion, it should be observed in certain accordance with Serbian 
rulers’ insignia traditions — with the circumstance that Serbian medieval rulers are some-
times represented with crowns of western type55. On this occasion, we can illustrate it 
with Young King Dušan’s portrait in the Church of Saint Demetrios in Patriarchat of 
Peć56, or with portraits of King Stefan Dečanski and Young King Dušan from the Church 
of Saint Stephen in Duljevo monastery57. 

The miniature image of musicians on folio 34v of Belgrade Alexandride58, together 
with rather different, adequate image in Sofia manuscript59, is a solitary representation 
of a profane celebration in Serbian medieval art. Despite this fact the examples most 
similar to it in iconography and formal characteristics are found in religious mural paint-
ing. In general, compositional similarities are observed on a scene from the fresco cycle 
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of Last Psalms in Transfiguration Chapel of Rila Monastery, which is a foundation of 
King Dušan’s protosebastos Hrelja dating from 1334-133560. Given all this, it is wrong 
to insist on a documentary character of the miniature, as some of historians thought61. 
Similarly, scholars tried to explain the very occurrence of the miniature of musicians as 
a visual expression of certain elements of Serbian medieval court culture, which is also a 
wrong interpretation62. Basically, the conclusion about certain degree of potential corre-
lation between musical miniature in Belgrade manuscript and court celebrations can not 
be definetely excluded. However, the nature of that connection is, as it seems, wrongly 
interpreted. 

On the next miniature, with the scene of a banquet, on folio 35r63 western or chi-
valric influences were also noticed64. However, this interpretation is contested by formal 
structure of the image and its iconographic features. Regarding its frontal perspective, it 
corresponds to many Byzantine images of banquets, such as The Last Supper or Marriage 
at Cana65. Consequently, it is similar to the same scene represented in Byzantine Venetian 
manuscript66. Architectural backdrop is even more eloquent proof of Byzantine prove-
nance of the image as a whole, although its elements were wrongly recognized as West-
ern67. Though it basically corresponds to general structural principles of Late Byzantine 
painted architecture68, there may be a possibility to understand it as an image of a spe-
cific building. Namely, the image of Saint Demetrios basilica in Thessaloniki, on the scene 
with Saint Demetrios defending the city from Cumans in Dečani69, is very similar to the 
building represented in Belgrade manuscript regarding its basic structure — three-aisled 
basilica with a tower. While the naturalistic guise of the basilica in Dečani has served as 
an additional proof of the Thessalonikian origin of Dečani painters70, in the case of the 
banquet scene in Belgrade Alexandride we can not surely advocate a similar conclusion. 
Still, we are inclined to believe in the existence of a Byzantine model for it, which, above 
all, is definitely proved by the fact that the soldiers represented on these miniatures wear 
skiadions. 

* * *
Finally, something has to be said on the problem of dating of the manuscript. Using the 

most trustworthy method — paleographic and linguistic analysis of the fragments of the 
remaining text, seen on photographs, Radmila Marinković considered that the manuscipt 
dated “from the second half of the 14th century, if not even from the time of Dušan“71. Ar-
gumentation for more precise dating was proposed by Jovanka Maksimović. She noticed 
great similarity between the ornament on folio 73 r in Belgrade Alexandride72 and the 
ornament in the manuscript of Chronicle of Georgios amartolos, created in 1387 on the re-
quest of the Serbian nobleman Vuk Branković. This manuscript was created in the scrip-
torium of the Archangels monastery near Prizren, the burial place of Emperor Dušan73. 
That is why she believed that Belgrade Alexandride was created just in the Archangels 
monastery and dated from the 9th decade of the 14th century74. It is interesting to notice 
that there exists another connection between the Archangels monastery and Belgrade 
Alexandride, regarding another ornament of the manuscript. Namely, ornament on folio 
44r75 corresponds to the ornament on mosaic floor in the exonarthex of Archangels mon-
astery76. There is also another indicative detail. The 15th century manuscript of Serbian 
Alexandride, which is closest to Belgrade manuscript in regards to the text, was found just 
in the environment of Prizren77. If this hypothesis on the dating and the place of creation 
of manuscript is acceptable, it simultaneously means that Belgrade Alexandride was also 
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ordered by Vuk Branković, since he ruled Prizren from 1378 to 139678. However, this 
presumption cannot be accepted without further research79. On the other hand, dating of 
the manusript to the 9th decade of the 14th century could be in accordance with the fact 
that saint warriors from the church of Saint Athanasios in Kastoria (1383–1384) are the 
closest comparative examples to the images of Alexander and Antioch form Belgrade Al-
exandride in terms of iconography and even some characteristic decorative details80. One 
should also bear in mind that the Byzantine Alexander Romance from Venice, in which 
the skiadion is represented for the first time in visual arts, is widely dated to the period 
from 1349 to 1390. On the basis of these few remarks, we think that the most grounded 
conclusion is that Belgrade Alexandride was created in the 9th or, possibly, the last decade 
of the 14th century. 

Милош Живкович 
(Белградский университет, Сербия)

ЛЕГЕНДАРНЫЙ ПРАВИТЕЛЬ В СРЕДНЕВЕКОВЫХ 
ОДЕЖДАХ: ОБ ИКОНОГРАФИИ БЕЛГРАДСКОЙ 
АЛЕКСАНДРИИ
Настоящая работа посвящена миниатюрам старейшей рукописи т.н. Сербской 

Александрии, погибшей при немецкой бомбардировке Национальной библиотеки 
в Белграде в 1941 г. Хотя об этих миниатюрах существует обширная литература, не-
которые важные вопросы остаются нерешенными. Мы сосредоточились на несколь-
ких характерных деталях иконографии миниатюр, в особенности — на костюмах 
главных героев Александрии.

С одной стороны, можно расширить круг сравнений для анализа этих деталей, 
что позволяет лучше понять их значение. Аналогии можно найти, в основном, в кон-
стантинопольском придворном костюме, но также и в некоторых сербских фресках. 
При этом, мы придаем особое значение выявлению причин, стоящих за появлением 
этих особых иконографических деталей. 

Рассматриваемый материал позволяет задать вопрос: была ли Белградская Алек-
сандрия скопирована с более ранней рукописи? На этот вопрос можно ответить, что 
прототипом старейшей сербской рукописи Александрии несомненно была некая 
византийская рукопись, но это относится только к некоторым миниатюрам. Выска-
зывавшиеся ранее предположения о присутствии неких западных влияний в этих 
миниатюрах не находят подтверждения. Дополнительный, хотя и не решающий 
аргумент, может быть выдвинут в пользу другой высказывавшейся ранее гипотезы 
о том, что рукопись была создана в скриптории монастыря Архангелов близ Призре-
на в девятом десятилетии XIV в.
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