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The Church of Sv. Spas (St. Savior)

More than a hun dred churches from early me di eval
pe riod are strewn along the east ern Adri atic coast and is -
lands. Some of them are well pre served and still in use,
whereas other fell into ruin. The church of Sv. Spas (St.
Sav ior) is an out stand ing exam ple of a church that rav ages
of time had mercy on (front page).

The re mains of these churches, built in the
Pre-Romanesque pe riod, make Cro atian coast one of the
rich est re gions in ar che o log i cal sites from Pre- Romanesque
pe riod in Eu rope (Fig. 1, cen ter). Un for tu nately, it has been
barely men tioned in the in ter na tional lit er a ture on
Pre-Romanesque ar chi tec ture and of ten omit ted in maps of
ar che o log i cal sites (1).

These so called Old-Croatian churches were built
be tween the 9th and 11th cen tury, when Croa tia was an
in de pend ent king dom ruled by na tive princes and kings.

Sla vonic tribes, which the Croats be long to, had set -
tled on the Bal kans dur ing the great west ward mi gra tions 
in the early Mid dle Ages. The Croats set tled along the
east ern shores of the Adri atic sea in the 7th cen tury. In
the fol low ing two cen tu ries, they were grad u ally con -
verted to Chris tian ity and their prim i tive tribal so ci ety
trans formed into a feu dal sys tem.

Old Cro atian civ i li za tion de vel oped un der the in flu -
ence of Ro man life style and in sti tu tions in ur ban Ro man
set tle ments on the main land and is lands.

Croatia oc cu pied the ter ri tory where in ter ests and in -
flu ences of the world pow ers of that time met (By zan tium, 
Pa pal Rome, Frankish em pire, and fi nally Ven ice).
Croatia was at a cross roads be tween East and West, where
peo ple trav el ing through the coun try ex changed ideas and
knowl edge.

A very in ter est ing re cord of this pe riod is a pre served
manu script by Gottschalk, Frankish Bene dictine monk,
dis tin guished Saxon theo lo gian, and early scho las tic phi los -
o pher, who spent two years (846-848) at the court of the
Cro atian prince Trpimir (2). Cro atian princes were, in var i -
ous de gree, de pend ent on ei ther Byzantine or Frankish
sov er eigns. They also ac knowl edged Pope’s su preme au -
thor ity. 

Through out the his tory, the bond be tween Croatia and 
the Ro man Cath o lic Church stayed strong. A let ter that
Pope John VIII sent to Prince Branimir, on 7th June 879, is
the first doc u ment known in which Croatia was ac knowl -
edged as an in de pend ent state (3).

Such was a po lit i cal and cul tural back ground of
times in which the Old-Croatian churches were raised.

Their ar chi tec ture com bined el e ments from all these
threads of in flu ence with na tive Illiric stone ma sonry. The
lo cal crafts men who lived and worked far from the great
cen ters of art (Apennine pen in sula, By zan tium, or
Frankish em pire) pro duced an im pres sive num ber of
small churches of a great va ri ety. Two ba sic struc tural
types are pre dom i nant, the cen tral and the lon gi tu di nal
type, but the com bi na tions of the two are not rare ei ther
(Fig. 1, bot tom left) (4).

Most of these churches are not more than ten me ters
long. The cen trally planned de sign var ies from a sim ple
cir cu lar or rect an gu lar struc ture with an apse to the more
so phis ti cated com bi na tions of cuboid and cir cu lar struc -
tures. In the most so phis ti cated cir cu lar churches, the
cen tral space, cov ered by a cu pola, is sur rounded by six
or eight ra di ally ar ranged semi cir cu lar con ches with
half- domes (Fig. 1, bot tom left) (3).

The churches of lon gi tu di nal type vary widely in di -
men sions, type of con struc tion, and shape. Some are tiny
struc tures with out aisle, oth ers are up to thirty me ters long
with a nave and two or three aisles and as many apses. The
dome of the cen tral part of the lon gi tu di nal churches (Fig. 1, 
bot tom left) (6-8) com piles east ern and west ern styles.

Old-Croatian churches were built of roughly cut lo -
cal lime stone with am ple use of mor tar. Wooden roof
con struc tions in the tra di tion of early Chris tian ba sil i cas
were ex cep tions. Most chur ches had stone vaults sup -
ported by but tresses and roof ing of finely sliced stone
slabs.

The de sign and con struc tion in many cases show
var i ous ir reg u lar i ties. The base and the sec tions are
asym met ric and the an gles are acute or slanted rather
than rect an gu lar. The ar range ment and shape of the win -
dows do not al ways fol low the rules of sym me try.

These ir reg u lar i ties were mis tak enly at trib uted to
ig no rant or un skilled crafts men. How ever, a more de -
tailed anal y sis re vealed that these ir reg u lar i ties were de -
signed to make the church it self a unique sun dial de vice
(5). So it was pos si ble to time the daily ser vices by the
sun, which would il lu mi nate a par tic u lar spot in the
church (al tar, ci bor ium) on a par tic u lar day of the year
(the day of the Pa tron Saint, Christ mas, or Easter).

The in te rior was richly dec o rated with stone work.
The re mains of these dec o ra tions are the most valu able
items of Cro atian cul tural her i tage. The or na ments,
highly styl ized pat terns in low re lief, rep re sent plaited
rib bons, re pet i tive geo met ric fig ures, fo liage with birds,
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and other mo tifs. These pat terns in stone work are com -
mon both to con tem po rary Med i ter ra nean and West Eu ro -
pean art (6).

The dec o ra tions of ten con tain in scrip tions, with the
names of the church found ers and do nors as well as the
time of the church’s con struc tion. They are im por tant re -
cords of early me di eval Cro atian his tory. Most in scrip -
tions are in Latin, whereas few are in Cro atian and writ -
ten in Glagolitic script (7) by Glagolic priests in Croatia,
who had the unique right use the ver nac u lar in lit urgy.

The church of Sv. Spas (St. Sav ior) near the town of
Vrlika and the source of the river Cetina is an ex am ple of
the Old-Croatian church, which was en dowed by a king or 
a no ble man (8). Such chur ches were usu ally big ger and
had some el e ments of royal Carolingian ar chi tec ture, such 
as westwerk, a west ern atrium where the king or the lord
at tended the ser vice sep a rated from the com mon folk.
Croatia is the only Med i ter ra nean coun try where
westwerk is found in the Pre-Roma nesque chur ches, an

ev i dence of the com bined in flu ence of Caro lingian and
Med i ter ra nean cul tures.

Sv. Spas church was built in the late 9th cen tury (Fig.
1, bot tom left and top right, front page of this is sue). The
two- storied westwerk is ad ja cent to the bel fry on the west
side of the church. It has a sep a rate en trance with a stair -
way lead ing to the up per gal lery from where the lord at -
tended the ser vice.

Round but tresses sup port the vaults of the nave, and
once a tre foil apse on the east side was re built into rect an -
gu lar one.

The val ley of the river Cetina has al ways been the
main com mu ni ca tion line be tween the East and the West in 
Dal ma tian high lands. It was the route along which mer -
chants, em is sar ies, pil grims, and mis sion ar ies trav eled, but 
also along which en e mies in vaded the coun try. Church of
Sv. Spas shared the fate of the area. Dur ing 13th and 14th
cen tury the Vlahs came down from the moun tains and set -
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Fig ure 1. Pre-Romanesque mon u ments in Croatia. Cen ter: Lo ca tions at the Adri atic coast. Closed cir cles – churches, open cir cles –
re con structed an cient build ings, squares – houses, tri an gles – mon as ter ies. Bottom left: Plan of Sv. Spas church: 1. bel fry; 2.
westwerk; 3. nave; 4. tre foil apse. Top right: Re con struc tion of the orig i nal forms of some of old-Croatian churches. 1. Sv. Juraj (St.
George) in Split; 2. Sv. Pelegrin on Dugi Otok; 3. Sv. Trojica (Holy Trin ity) in Split; 4. Sv. Juraj (St. George) in Kaštel Stari; 5. Sv.
Spas (St. Sav ior) near the source of the river Cetina; 6. Sv. Petar (St. Pe ter) in Omiš; 7. Sv. Stjepan (St. Ste phen) in Solin; 8. Sv.
Eufemija (St. Euphemia) in Split.
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tled in the re gion. They were no madic na tives, eth ni cally
dif fer ent from Sla vonic Croats. The word “Vlah” is of
Celtic or i gin, and is pres ent in var i ous forms in many Eu ro -
pean lan guages in the mean ing “for eigner” or “for eign”, or 
coun try where such peo ple live (Walhos, Walachei,
welsch in Ger man, Wlochy in Pol ish, Wales in Eng lish).
The Vlahs merged with the Croats and as sim i lated their
lan guage and re li gion. They left a trace in the Cro atian lan -
guage, especially in the names of places. For ex am ple the
word “katuni” orig i nally meant “vil lage” in Vlah lan guage. 
To day it is the name of the vil lage Katuni sit u ated 100 km
east of Sv. Spas church. (In ci dentally, the fam ily of the
Cro atian Med i cal Jour nal ed i tor-in-chief Matko Marušiæ
co mes from this vil lage.)

Af ter the fall of the old Cro atian king dom in 1102,
the re gion re mained un der the rule of Cro atian princes,
vas sals of Hungaro-Croatian kings. To ward the end of
the 14th cen tury, Bosnian king Tvrtko con quered the ter -
ri tory. His reign lasted nine months. At the time, the Ot -
to man Em pire was ris ing and Turk ish ar mies be gan to
pour into Eu rope. They reached this re gion at the end of
the 15th and be gin ning of the 16th cen tury. Turk ish oc cu -
pa tion was ini tially a reign of ter ror and those who man -
aged to es cape from the area found ref uge ei ther in the
for ti fi ca tions in the North west or on the Dal ma tian is -
lands. In the tur moil of the wars the church fell to ru ins.

To ward the end of the 17th cen tury, when the de cline
of Ot to man Em pire be gan, Ven ice gained con trol of the
Dal ma tian main land and is lands. Ve ne tian au thor i ties
wel comed Serb ref u gees from the Turk held ter ri to ries in
the East to set tle on de serted lands. They pro vided badly
needed work force as well as de fense against mi nor Turk -
ish raids.

The Serbs, who were Or tho dox Chris tians, founded
a set tle ment near the source of the river Cetina, and
called the vil lage Cetina. They bur ied their dead in the
church yard of church of Sv. Spas. A sad time for the
church fol lowed. Or tho dox monks and peo ple of the vil -
lage Cetina re fused to let Fran cis can fri ars to re pair the
church. Serb writ ers later claimed that the church had
been es tab lished by the Bosnian king Tvrtko as an Or tho -
dox church for the Serbs, whom he had al leg edly brought 
in to de fend the area from Turk ish raids. The vil lag ers re -
sented any at tempt at ar chae o log i cal in ves ti ga tion.
When in 1895, Lujo Marun, the first ar chae ol o gist de -
voted to the old Cro atian pe riod, tried to in ves ti gate the
lo cal ity, the vil lag ers at tacked him with stones, clubs,

and guns. He would not have man aged to es cape if there
were not his fast horse and lo cal gen darmes.

Af ter World War II, when ar chae o log i cal in ves ti ga -
tions of the site were al lowed, Stjepan Gunjaèa found
frag ments of or na men tal stone work. One frag ment of the 
al tar screen bears the names of župan (sher iff) Gastika
and his mother Nemira, who had com mis sioned the con -
struc tion of the church. This find ing dates the church
back to the 9th cen tury. Fur ther ex ca va tions revealed
three lay ers of graves. The bot tom one was on the same
level with the foun da tions of the church and is the larg est
known Cro atian ne crop o lis. It har bors more than 1,600
graves, some of which con tain artefacts, mostly gold or sil -
ver ear rings. The most valu able find ing is a Carolingian sil -
ver thurible from the 8th cen tury, prob a bly brought over
by Frankish mis sion ar ies.

The sec ond layer con tained graves with mega liths,
known as steèak, from the pe riod of the Bosnian king
Tvrtko and times af ter. The up per most grave yard is the
pres ent Or tho dox cem e tery.

The fate of church of Sv. Spas re flects the ever-
 changing for tune of the coun try and its peo ple.

Stjepan Gamulin
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