The Church of Sv. Spas(S. Savior)

Morethan ahun dred churchesfrom early medi eval
period are strewn along theeast ern Adri aticcoastand is-
lands. Some of them are well pre served and still in use,
whereas other fell into ruin. The church of Sv. Spas (St
Savior) isanout standing exampl e of a church that rav ages
of time had mercy on (front page).

The remains of these churches, built in the
Pre-Romanesque period, make Croatian coast one of the
richestregionsinar cheologi ca sitesfrom Pre- Romanesque
periodin Europe(Fig. 1, center). Unfor tu nately, it hasbeen
barely mentioned in the internationd literature on
Pre-Romanesquear chi tec tureand of ten omit ted in mapsof
archeological sites(1).

These so called Old-Croatian churches were built
between the 9th and 11th cen tury, when Croatiawas an
independentkingdomruledby nativeprincesandkings.

Slavonictribes, which the Croatsbelongto, had set-
tled ontheBal kansdur ingthegreat west ward mi grations
in the early Middle Ages. The Croats set tled along the
east ern shores of the Adri atic seain the 7th cen tury. In
the following two centuries, they were gradually con-
verted to Christianity and their primi tivetribal soci ety
transformedintoafeudal system.

Old Crodtian civilization developed under the influ
ence of Roman life style and ingtitutions in urbanRoman
settlementsonthemainlandandislands.

Croatiaoccupiedtheterri tory whereinter estsandin
fluencesof theworld pow ersof that timemet (By zantium,
Papal Rome, Frankish empire, and finally Venice).
Croatiawasat acrossroadsbetween East and West, where
peopletrav el ingthroughthecountry ex changedideasand
knowledge.

Averyinterestingrecordof thisperiodisapreserved
manuscript by Gottschalk, Frankish Benedictine monk,
distinguished Saxontheologian, andearly scholasticphilos
0 pher, who spent two years (846-848) at the court of the
CroatianprinceTrpimir (2). Croatian princeswere, invar i-
ous degree, dependent on either Byzantine or Frankish
src])v er eigns. They al'so ac knowl edged Pope' ssu premeaur
thority.

Through out the history, thebond between Croatiaand
the Roman Catholic Church stayed strong. A letter that
Pope John V111 sent to Prince Branimir, on 7th June 879, is
thefirst doc u ment known in which Croatiawas ac knowl-
edged asanindepend ent state(3).

Such was a political and cultural background of
times in which the Old-Croatian churches were raised.

41(3):225-227,2000

CoVER PAGE

Their architecture combined elements from all these
threadsof influencewithnative Illiric stonemasonry. The
lo cal craftsmenwho lived and worked far from the great
centers of art (Apennine peninsula, Byzantium, or
Frankish empire) produced an impressive number of
small churches of a great variety. Two basicstructural
types are predominant, the central andthelongi tudi nal
type, but the com bi nations of thetwo arenot rareei ther
(Fig. 1, bot tom | eft) (4).

Most of these churches are not more than ten meters
long. Thecentrally planned designvariesfromasimple
circularorrectangular structurewithan apsetothemore
so phisti cated combi nationsof cuboidandcir cular struc
tures. In the most sophisticated circular churches, the
central space, cov ered by acu pola, issur rounded by six
or eight radially arranged semicircular conches with
half- domes (Fig. 1, bot tomleft) (3).

The churches of lon gi tu di nal type vary widely in di-
men sions, type of con struc tion, and shape. Some aretiny
struc tureswith out aide, oth ersare up to thirty metersiong
with anave and two or three aides and as many apses. The
domeof thecentral part of thelongi tudi nal churches(Fig. 1,
bot tom | eft) (6-8) com pileseast ernand west ern styles.

Old-Croatian churches were built of roughly cut lo-
cal limestone with ample use of mortar. Wooden roof
constructionsinthetradi tionof early Christianbasil i cas
were exceptions. Most churches had stone vaults sup-
ported by buttresses and roofing of finely sliced stone
slabs.

The design and construction in many cases show
various irregularities. The base and the sections are
asymmetric and the angles are acute or slanted rather
thanrectangular. Thear rangementand shape of the win-
dowsdo not al waysfol low the rulesof symmetry.

These irregularities were mistakenly attributed to
ignorant or unskilled craftsmen. However, a more de-
tailedanal y sisreveaedthattheseirregularitieswerede
signed to makethechurchit self aunique sun dial device
(5). So it waspossi bleto timethe daily ser vices by the
sun, which would illuminate a particular spot in the
church (al tar, ciborium) on a par tic ular day of theyear
(theday of the Patron Saint, Christ mas, or Easter).

Theinterior wasrichly dec o rated with stonework.
Theremains of these dec o rationsarethe most valu able
items of Croatian cultural heritage. The ornaments,
highly styl ized pat ternsinlow relief, rep re sent plaited
ribbons, repetitivegeometricfigures, foliagewithbirds,
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Figurel. Pree-Romanesquemonumentsin Croatia. Center : Locationsat theAdri atic coast. Closed cir cles—churches, opencir cles—
recon structed an cient build ings, squares—houses, tri an gles—mon aster ies. Bottom left: Plan of Sv. Spas church: 1. belfry; 2.
westwerk; 3. nave; 4. trefoil apse. Top right: Reconstructionof theorigi nal formsof someof old-Croatian churches. 1. Sv. Jurg (St.
George) in Split; 2. Sv. Pelegrin on Dugi Otok; 3. Sv. Trgjica (Holy Trinity) in Split; 4. Sv. Juraj (St. George) in Kastel Stari; 5. Sv.
Spas (St. Sav ior) near the source of theriver Ceting; 6. Sv. Petar (St. Peter) in OmiS; 7. Sv. Stjepan (St. Ste phen) in Solin; 8. Sv.

Eufemija(St. Euphemia) in Split.

and other motifs. These pat tems in stone work are com-
monbothtocontemporary Medi terraneanandWest Euro-
pean art (6).

Thedecorationsof tencontaininscriptions, withthe
names of the church found ers and do nors as well asthe
time of thechurch’ scon struction. They areim por tant re-
cords of early medieval Croatian history. Mostinscrip-
tionsarein Latin, whereas few arein Cro atian and writ-
ten in Glagolitic script (7) by Glagolic priestsin Croatia,
who had theuniqueright usethever nacularinliturgy.

The church of Sv. Spas (St. Sav ior) near thetown of
Vrlika and the source of theriver Cetinaisanex ampleof
the Old-Croatian church, which was en dowed by aking or
ano bleman (8). Such chur cheswere usu ally big ger and
had some el ementsof royal Carolingian ar chi tecture, such
as westwerk awest ern atrium where the king or the lord
attended the service separated from the common folk.
Croatia is the only Mediterranean country where
westwerk is found in the Pre-Romanesque chur ches, an
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ev i dence of thecom bined influ ence of Carolingian and
Mediterraneancultures.

Sv. Spas church was built in the late 9th cen tury (Fig.
1, bot tom left and top right, front page of thisis sue). The
two- storiedwestwerkis ad jacent to the bel fry on the west
side of the church. It has asep arate en trance with a stair-
way lead ing to the up per gal lery from where the lord at-
tended theser vice.

Round but tresses sup port thevaults of thenave, and
onceatrefoil apseontheeast sidewasrebuiltintorect an
gularone.

The valley of the river Cetina has aways been the
maincommuni cationlinebetweentheEast andtheWestin
Dalmatian high lands. It was the route along which mer-
chants, emissaries, pil grims,andmissionariestrav eled, but
also along which en e miesin vaded the coun try. Church of
Sv. Spas shared the fate of the area. Dur ing 13th and 14th
century the Vlahs came down from the moun tains and set-
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tled intheregion. They were no madic natives, eth ni cally
different from Slavonic Croats. The word ‘Vlah” is of
Cdlticorigin,andispresentinvari ousformsinmany Euro-
peanlanguagesinthemeaning“for eigner” or “for eign”, or
country where such people live (Wahos, Walachei,
welschin Ger man, Wlochy in Pol ish, Walesin Eng lish).
The Vlahs merged with the Croats and assimilatedtheir
languageandreli gion. They left atraceintheCroatianlan-
guage, especidly in the names of places. For example the
word “katuni” origi nally meant“vil lage” inVlahlan guage.
Today itisthenameof thevil lage Katuni situated 100km
east of Sv. Spas church. (Incidentally, the family of the
CroatianMedi cal Jour nal edi tor-in-chief MatkoMaruSiae
comesfromthisvil lage.)

Af ter thefall of the old Cro atian king domin 1102,
the region remained un der therule of Cro atian princes,
vassals of Hungaro-Croatian kings. To ward the end of
the 14th cen tury, Bosnian king Tvrtko con quered the ter-
ri tory. Hisreign lasted nine months. At the time, the Ot-
toman Em pirewasrising and Turk ish ar miesbeganto
pour into Eu rope. They reached thisre gion at the end of
the15thand beginning of the 16thcentury. Turkishoccu
pationwasini tially areign of ter ror and those who man-
aged to es cape from the area found ref uge e ther in the
fortifications in the Northwest or on the Dal matianis
lands. In the tur moil of thewarsthe church fell toruins.

Towardtheend of the 17th century, whenthedecline
of Ot to man Em pire be gan, Venicegained control of the
Dalmatian mainland and islands. Venetian authorities
wel comed Serb ref ugeesfromthe Turk heldterri toriesin
the East to set tle on de serted lands. They pro vided badly
needed work force aswell as de fense against mi nor Turk-
ish raids.

The Serbs, who were Or tho dox Christians, founded
a settlement near the source of the river Cetina, and
called thevil lage Cetina. They bur ied their dead in the
churchyard of church of Sv. Spas. A sad time for the
churchfol lowed. Or tho dox monksand peo ple of thevil-
lage Cetinarefusedtolet Franciscanfri arstorepair the
church. Serb writers later claimed that the church had
been estab lished by theBosnian kingTvrtkoasan Or tho-
dox churchfor the Serbs, whomhehad al leg edly brought
intodefendtheareafrom Turkishraids. Thevil lagersre-
sented any attempt at archaeological investigation.
When in 1895, Lujo Marun, thefirst ar chaeol o gist de-
votedtotheold Cro atian period, tried toin vesti gatethe
locality, the villagers attacked him with stones, clubs,
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and guns. He would not have man aged to es capeif there
werenot hisfast horseand lo cal gen darmes.

AfterWorldWar Il,whenar chaeologi cal investi ga
tions of the site were allowed, Stjepan Gunjaéa found
fragmentsof or namental stonework. Onefragment of the
al tar screen bears the names of Z upan (sher iff) Gastika
and his mother Nemira, who had com missioned the con-
struction of the church. This finding dates the church
back to the 9th century. Further excavations revealed
three lay ers of graves. The bot tom one was on the same
level withthefoun dationsof thechurchandisthelarg est
known Cro atian necrop olis. It har borsmorethan 1,600
graves, some of which contain artefacts, mostly gold or sil-
ver ear rings. Themost valu ablefindingisa Carolingian sil-
ver thuriblefrom the 8th cen tury, prob ably brought over
by Frankishmissionaries.

Thesecond layer con tained graveswith megaliths,
known as stegak, from the period of the Bosnian king
Tvrtko and times af ter. The up per most graveyard isthe
presentOrthodox cemetery.

The fate of church of Sv. Spas reflects the ever-
changing for tuneof thecountry anditspeople.

Stjepan Gamulin
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