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LITERARY TESTIMONY OF ILLNESS AND DEATH  
IN THE EPISTOLOGRAPHY OF PLINY THE YOUNGER 

 
 

Abstract: In his literary letters, one of the first of its kind in Roman literature, Gaius Plinius 

Caecilius Secundus writes about various topics concerning the everyday life of Romans. His collection 

consists of stylistically revised (epistulae curatius scriptae/litterae curiosius scriptae) actual letters 

addressed to family members and friends, which the author personally selected and published. 

Although Pliny is considered an optimistic writer, the epistolary part of his work is often intertwined 

with topics related to various diseases and health conditions, aging, (premature) death, suicides, and 

as a counterweight to all this is the omnipresent desire for fame and immortality. 

The aim of this paper is to shed more light on the phenomenon of illness and death from a 

literary aspect. We will explore relevant excerpts and provide a broader picture when looking at this 

topic. Literary creativity was Pliny’s greatest pleasure and the path to immortality. His letters, full of 

piety for ancestors and care for descendants, should guide us nowadays. 

Keywords: Pliny the Younger, literary epistolography, illness, death, immortality. 

 
 

 
1. Introduction: Private Letters as Artistic Literature 

 

esides being the primary form of written communication in antiquity, letters evolved 

into a distinct genre of literary creation. Since the 4th century B.C., there existed 

the institution of the open letter, in which political proposals and opinions were 

expressed. Additionally, for promotional purposes, fictional and pseudonymous letters were 

written, while the letters of Alexander the Great, of which very few have survived, 

represented a kind of popular historiography.1 Pliny the Younger is one of the first Roman 

authors who wrote and published literary, that is, stylistically edited actual letters, addressed 

to close individuals (epistulae curatius scriptae/litterae curiosius scriptae).2 According to 

 
1 Cic. 1998: 20, preface by Dejan Matić.  
2 Plin. Ep. 1. 1.1. In addressing his friend Septicius, who had encouraged him to write, Pliny himself states that 

B 
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the ancient definition attributed to Demetrius of Phaleron,3 a letter is a halved dialogue, a 

conversation between two people physically separated (sermo absentium), and therefore, 

careful attention must be paid to the writing style, particularly in letters intended for 

publication. Thus, it could be stated that Pliny’s actual recipient reflects a broad Roman 

audience. Given the high mortality rate in antiquity,4 a significant number of letters were 

dedicated specifically to diseases and, consequently, to dying. From the perspective of 

funerary studies, archaeological and epigraphic evidence is rightly prioritized, although 

literary works represent a relevant source for studying this topic. Based on the analysis of 

relevant excerpts, we will attempt to examine how illness and death were perceived in 

Roman society and culture at the beginning of the Common Era and how these themes were 

addressed in the form of letters. For clarity and in order to follow the development of the 

author's thoughts, examples will largely be presented in the order in which they appear in 

the collection, although they will also be grouped by theme. 

The epistolary portion of Pliny's work comprises 368 letters arranged into ten books. 

The first nine books were composed and published during the period from 79 to 109 AD, 

totaling 247 letters, while the tenth book, which includes the correspondence with Emperor 

Trajan during Pliny’s tenure as governor of Bithynia and Pontus, was written between 111 

and 113 AD and published posthumously. This book encompasses 121 letters from both 

correspondents and is distinguished from the others by its content and length. The reason 

for the inclusion of Pliny the Younger’s official correspondence with Trajan alongside his 

private artistic letters lies in the fact that, at the turn of the era, no distinct boundary was 

drawn between official and private writings; both were received on the same interpretive 

level as art–ars.5  

 

2. Immortality as a Motif in Pliny’s Letters and Creative Work 
 

According to the theoretical principles preserved through antiquity, literary letters 

were expected to be characterized by brevity, a clear and refined form, an elegant writing 

style, wit, and approachability, with a preference for addressing lighter topics suitable for 

this literary form. Additionally, they could present a historical event, a scientific problem, 

or offer moral instruction and encouragement in an engaging manner. Letters could serve as 

a form of entertainment for the recipient and, subsequently, for a broader reading audience. 

Pliny composed his letters within such theoretical frameworks. His style reflects the literary 

conventions of ancient epistolography, combining simplicity with elegance, enriched with 

descriptions and comparisons. He regarded letter writing as a type of scholastic exercise 

aimed at refining one’s style. 

The introductory letters, serving as a brief preface and an author’s note to the entire 

collection, begin with a distinctive motif of immortal fame that intellectual work brings 

 
he has gathered and refined his letters, but that he does not adhere to their chronological order in their 

publication, since, as he notes, he was not writing a historical work.  
3 Dem. Phal. Eloc. 223–224. More about the authorship of the definition and the development of epistolography 

can be found in the paper: Prtija 2022. 
4 Hope 2007: 1. 
5  Cic. 1998: 20, preface by Dejan Matić. 
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to its authors.6 In ancient literature, from Homer onward, poets were aware of the 

enduring nature of their written works. Literary creation, as the greatest source of 

fulfillment, represented humanity’s struggle against mortality even in Pliny’s era. 7 

Inspired by his friends’ requests to write, he, in the third letter of the first book, advises 

the historian Caninius Rufus–who was documenting Trajan's wars with the Dacians–in a 

similar spirit: 

 
Why not assign those shallow and shoddy concerns to others, for it’s time you did, and apply 

yourself to your books in this time of boundless and slothful retirement? Make this your business 

and leisure, your work and relaxation. Devote your waking hours to this, and your sleeping hours 

too. Create something and shape it, so that it becomes yours for ever.8 

 

Like Horace and Ovid,9 Pliny compares poetry to a monument, as everything else 

human in nature is fragile, transient, and subject to decay and oblivion.10 As we shall see 

in many of his later letters, he is driven by a desire for fame among future generations: 

he wishes for his name to be remembered and for his work to be admired, just as he 

admires the great Cicero and his contemporary Tacitus.11 The transience of human 

existence fills him with sorrow; even the deepest old age makes human life appear short 

and limited. Through noble deeds, diligent reading, and the pursuit of knowledge, one 

must extend one’s existence so as to leave behind a testament to future generations that 

we once lived.12 

These motifs permeate the entire collection of his letters, and we can conclude that 

they serve as both the foundation and inspiration for Pliny’s literary endeavors. His 

writings predominantly depict leisurely daily life, current events in the courtroom and the 

city, descriptions of villas, learned discussions on oratory, and the works he writes. Since 

illness and death are inextricable parts of everyday life, it is through letters on these topics 

that we perceive Pliny’s profound sensitivity, selflessness, and concern for others. 

Although this literary form contains very few artificial embellishments, empty phrases, 

or examples of text lacking substance, which makes writing a letter with lasting and 

universal value challenging,13 Pliny’s letters still abound with diverse emotions and 

personal reflections. 

 

 

 
6  Pliny’s letters have literary and linguistic value (Plinije 1982: 11, preface by Branko Gavela), and with their 

diverse content, they also provide direct insight into a specific historical moment (Alade 2021: 253), deepening 

its context. To check how successful Pliny was in his intention to gain immortal fame through literary work, 

see the paper: Fort 2012.  
7  Plin. Ep. 2.10; 9.3.  
8  Plin. Ep. 1.3.3–4. This and all the following quotes are cited according to the publication: Plinius G. Younger, 

Complete Letters, trans. Peter Walsh, Oxford: University press, 2006. 
9  Hor. Car. 3.30, 1; Ov. Met. 25.871. More on the comparison of literary creation with the construction of 

monuments as symbols of something lasting and imperishable: Đurić 2024. 
10  Plin. Ep. 2.10.4. 
11  Ibid. 1.5.8; 6.16.1; 8.20.  
12  Ibid. 3.7.11–15.  
13  Plinije 1982: 5, preface by Branko Gavela.  
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3. Pliny’s Testimonies on Illness and Death 
 

3.1. Marcus Aquilius Regulus 

 

Senator, high priest, and notable orator Marcus Aquilius Regulus is one of the rare 

individuals about whom Pliny speaks negatively, writing hostile letters about him. Regulus 

was an infamous informant during the reigns of Nero and Domitian. Pliny mentions him as 

early as the first book, noting that Regulus rejoices in the death of his rival to the extent of 

reciting and publishing a book attacking him.14 From this example, it becomes evident that 

certain Romans, like the aforementioned Regulus, did not hesitate to criticize their deceased 

enemies, sometimes going to great lengths by publishing malicious pamphlets against them. 

It can be said that the respect for the dead or any fear of them, embodied in the ancient adage 

de mortuis nihil nisi bene (“of the dead, speak nothing but good”), was present in Roman 

society of that era. Pliny relies on this sentiment when writing these lines, underscoring 

Regulus’s lack of restraint in the given situation as a particularly negative trait. On the other 

hand, Pliny expresses respect for Regulus’s deceased only son, remarking that this was the 

one misfortune his adversary did not deserve. However, he also laments that even in 

mourning his son, Regulus behaved with excess and ostentation:  

 
The boy had many ponies, some harnessed in pairs and others unfettered for riding; he also had 

dogs, larger and smaller, nightingales, parrots, and blackbirds. Regulus slaughtered all of them 

around his funeral pyre. This was no grief, but a mere display of it. 15 

 

In said ostentation, Regulus knows no bounds:  

 
He decided to mourn his son; he mourns like no other. He decided to have the greatest possible 

number of statues and portraits of his son made; he sets to work on this in every studio, and has 

him fashioned in colours, wax, bronze, silver, gold, ivory, and marble. Recently, he gathered a 

huge audience and declaimed a biography of his son. It was a mere boy’s life, but he nonetheless 

declaimed it. He had a thousand copies transcribed and dispatched throughout Italy and the 

provinces. He wrote letters to the authorities, asking town councillors to choose from among them 

their most articulate member to read each out before the citizens. This was done.16 

 

In one of his later letters, written after Regulus had already passed away, Pliny admits 

that he often wished to face him in court, as Regulus appreciated oratory and put great effort 

into his speeches. However, being fully aware of Regulus’s less admirable traits, Pliny openly 

remarks: “But whatever the merits of this, Regulus did well to die, and would have done 

better to die earlierˮ.17 Despite this blunt statement, the letter is not an invective against his 

greatest adversary. On the contrary, it serves as a sort of tribute to Regulus as a skilled master 

of the written word who achieved significant success in oratory.18 Based on these excerpts, 

 
14  Plin. Ep. 1.5.2. 
15  Plin. Ep. 4.2.3–4. 
16  Ibid. 6.7.1–2. 
17  Ibid. 6.2.4. 
18  Ibid. 6.2.  
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we can conclude that Pliny treated the deceased with a sense of respect. Evidence of this is 

the fact that, after this letter, he never mentions Regulus again. Namely, true eulogies and 

Pliny’s profound sensitivity will become apparent in the analysis of the letters that follow. 

 

3.2. Voluntary Death 

 

Illness and death were an everyday reality for the Romans, which can be concluded 

from the frequent presence of these themes in Pliny’s epistolography. The first in a series of 

letters is about Corellius Rufus, who, at the age of thirty-three, fell ill with gout in his legs. 

In his youth, he managed the disease through moderation and a disciplined lifestyle, but as 

he grew older, the illness spread throughout his body. He fought with patience and self-

restraint, but eventually decided to end his life through starvation (abstinebat cibo). Neither 

the pleas of his wife nor his daughter could stop him, nor even Pliny, who was called upon 

to help persuade him against this idea after he had fasted for several days. Pliny does not 

pass a moral judgment on the act of suicide,19 but he outlines the reasons why Corellius 

should have remained alive, and even cautiously shows some understanding of his decision: 

 
Corellius Rufus has died–in fact, it was suicide, which aggravates my pain, as it is the most 

grievous form of death when it is seen to occur neither naturally nor inevitably. For whatever the 

circumstances of death by disease, the very fact of necessity is a great consolation, whereas in the 

case of those taken from us by suicide, our grief is irreparable, because we believe that they could 

have had a long life. In fact, Corellius was constrained by supreme reasoning, which for 

philosophers is the equivalent of necessity, and by conscious decision, yet he had numerous 

reasons for living–the highest rectitude, the highest repute, the greatest authority, and in addition 

to these, a daughter, a wife, a grandson, and sisters, and among all these cherished ones some true 

friends. But he was tormented by such a lengthy and harsh illness that these rewards for living 

were outweighed by reasons for dying.20 

 

The sorrowful Pliny comforts himself by stating that Corellius was ill and old, having 

died at the age of sixty-seven, which, as he notes, is a long life even for the strongest of 

men. In this letter, it is clear that death was perceived as more tragic when it occurred to 

someone young and physically healthy, rather than in old age, following a prolonged 

illness.21 Even after taking all of this into consideration, Pliny does not find solace, instead 

 
19  Exploring the ethics of suicide in Pliny’s letters, Alade concludes that in ancient Rome, suicide was not considered 

a mental or health issue that required medical assistance. The Romans even saw this act as a reflection of courage 

and honor, as they cared about how they would be perceived after their death. On the other hand, the Greeks did 

not view such an act with approval and did not organize the customary funerals for those who committed it. 

However, in the case of defeat in battle or war, they supported such a choice with the aim of protecting personal 

integrity and reputation, as well as the property they were defending. Alade 2021: 247–248; 253. 
20  Plin. Ep. 1.12.1–4. 
21  This is particularly emphasized in one of the letters Pl. Ep. 5.21.3: “But your further news is clearly not merely 

melancholy but also grievous, that Julius Avitus has died when returning from his post as quaestor, and that 

he died on board ship, far from his most affectionate brother, and far also from his mother and sisters. … The 

news is grievous also because this young man of such great talents has been snuffed out in his green years. He 

would have attained the highest eminence if his qualities had reached full maturity.”  

 Also, Ibid. 7.30.1: “I am deeply pained by your loss of a pupil who, you write, showed outstanding promise. 

Of course, I realize that your studies have been hindered by his illness and death, for you are most attentive to 
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seeking an additional word or special comfort from his absent correspondent. The letters in 

which he reports the deaths of his friends often conclude with a request or reference to 

consolation. The motif of compassion and comfort is one of the most frequent themes in the 

collection of letters: 
 

So you must send me some words of consolation, but do not say, ‘He was an old and sick man,’ 

for I am aware of that. Make it something original and impressive, such as I have never heard or 

read before, for the consolations, such as I have heard and read, come to me unbidden, but are 

unequal to this great grief.22 

 

The renowned advocate and consul, Silius Italicus, author of the epic The Punic 

Wars, also committed suicide by starvation (inedia) due to an incurable tumor. He died at 

the age of seventy-five, and as Pliny writes: “Until the day of his death, his life was happy 

and successful, except that he lost the younger of his two children. However, his elder son, 

the better of the two, is doing well and has, in fact, attained the consulship.ˮ23  

It seems that it was not an uncommon occurrence for the sick to seek relief from their 

suffering in “voluntary death” (mors voluntaria), as Pliny calls it. Namely, his friend Titus 

Ariston had suffered for a long time, plagued by thirst and fever, and thus he gathered his 

friends to consult with doctors about the nature of his illness, deciding that he would seek 

an exit himself should the doctors declare the disease incurable. Although Pliny emphasizes 

that it was Titus’s duty to heed the pleas of his wife, daughter, and even his friends, and to 

fight as long as there was hope for recovery, he does not condemn the thought of suicide: 

 
It is a tendency shared with many to hasten one’s death under some impulse and emotional urge, 

but to ponder and weigh the motives for it, and then to adopt or abandon the decision to live or die 

as reason dictates, is the mark of a noble mind.24 

 

Furthermore, in one of his letters, he states: 

 
The melancholy news is that Julius Valens is seriously ill. Yet this is not melancholy, since it is 

thought to be in his interest, for it is good for him to be delivered from his incurable illness with 

all possible speed.25 

 

Since such cases of suicide were not uncommon, he sometimes expressed fear for 

his friends: 

 
This illness of yours, which is so persistent, frightens me, and, though I am aware of your supreme 

self-control, I fear that it may have an impact on your behaviour.26 

 

However, in illness, one’s best qualities emerge, for a person only desires to recover, 

 
all your obligations, and you show the most abundant affection toward all those of whom you approve.” 

22  Ibid. 1.12.13. 
23  Ibid. 3.7.2. 
24  Ibid. 1.22.10. 
25  Ibid. 5.21.2. 
26  Ibid. 7.1.1. 
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does not succumb to their weaknesses, is content with what they have, and is determined to 

live a happy life in moderation once healed: 

 
So I can briefly prescribe for you and for myself what philosophers try to teach in countless words 

and even in countless volumes: When restored to health, we are to persist in being what, when ill, 

we maintain that we will be.27 

 

3.3. Attitude toward Meritorious Individuals 

 

As is sometimes the case in today’s time, creators in any field are often valued 

more after their death than during their lifetime; in praise of Pompeius Saturninus, it is 

written as follows: 

 
The fact that he is a living author ought not to prejudice his works. If he had flourished among 

men on whom we have never set eyes, we would be searching out not only his books but also his 

portraits. So are his distinction and popularity to wane because he is still with us and because we 

have had more than our fill of such writing? But it is wicked and spiteful to refrain from admiring 

a man wholly worthy of admiration, merely because it is our fortune to see and address and hear 

and embrace him, and bestow on him not only our praise but also our affection.28 

 

Pliny also speaks highly of Titinius Capito’s intention to erect a monument to his 

deceased friend Lucius Silanus in the city square: 

 
Loyalty and a sense of obligation are still observed among men, for there are some who maintain 

their friendship even with the dead. … For it is as noble and striking a gesture to erect a statue in 

the Forum of the Roman people as to be commemorated by one.29 

 

Distinguished and meritorious Roman citizens could be buried at the state’s expense. 

Pliny writes about the funeral of his guardian, Verginius Rufus,30 a triple consul and 

commander of the Roman army in Germania. Clearly shaken, Pliny remarks that his public 

funeral provided the Roman people with a magnificent and unforgettable spectacle. The 

burial of such a man served as a great honor to the emperor and the era, as well as to public, 

judicial, and political oratory. This farewell was made even more majestic by the eloquent 

eulogy delivered by the consul and historian Cornelius Tacitus. Although Pliny laments his 

death as premature, and believes it to be close to a sin, since Verginius lived so gloriously 

and exemplarily that he will live on forever in the memory and conversations of people. It 

could be said that his death also stemmed from virtue. Namely, he had been preparing a 

speech in gratitude to the emperor for being elected consul for the third time. A heavy book 

fell from his hands, and when he bent down to pick it up, he slipped on the polished floor 

and fractured his hip. The injury did not heal properly, and due to his advanced age, he did 

not recover–but he still lived to the age of eighty-three.  

 
27  Ibid. 7.26.4.  
28  Ibid. 1.16.8–9. 
29  Ibid. 1.17.1–4. 
30  Ibid. 2.1. 
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In one of his later letters, ten years after Verginius’s death, Pliny complains to a friend 

that Verginius has been forgotten, that his modest monument remains unfinished due to 

neglect, and he ends the letter in a pessimistic tone, saying: 

 
Loyalty in friendship is so rare, and forgetfulness of the dead so habitual, that we ought even to 

erect our own monuments, and anticipate all the obligations of our heirs.31 

 

In addition to grand funerals, honor was also expressed through triumphal statues. 

Pliny gives the example of the senator and consul Vestricius Spurinna and his prematurely 

deceased son Cotus, for whom statues were erected. These statues served as a reward for 

virtue and courage, and they provided comfort to the surviving family members. Spurinna 

had defeated the Germanic tribe of the Bructeri, and his son died during his absence. 

Although this was a rare occurrence, they erected a statue for the young man as well, in 

order to ascribe immortality to his short and difficult life and to ease the father’s grief. Pliny 

sees a positive side to this act: 

 
As I see it, this distinction was not merely directed toward the memory of the dead man and to 

assuage the grief of his father, but also to be an inspiration to others. The establishment of such 

august rewards for our young men, as long as they are worthy of them, will incite our youth to 

practice the virtues. Our political leaders will likewise be encouraged to rear children, both by the 

joys they experience from those who survive, and by such glorious consolations from those who 

have been lost to them.32 

 

Through the literary portrait of Vestricius Spurinna and a detailed description of his daily 

activities, Pliny provides a picture of an idyllic life in old age, which he himself aspires to:  

 
A well-ordered human existence gives me the same pleasure as the fixed course of the stars, 

especially so in the case of old men. The regimen that Spurinna most steadily maintains reflects 

this. With a sort of routine and fixed circuit, he undertakes in order those unimportant activities–

unimportant, that is, except that they are carried out daily.33 

 

Physical and intellectual activities alternated throughout the day according to a set 

routine, including walking, bathing, and sunbathing when the conditions allowed, playing 

ball, reading, and writing in both languages (Greek and Latin are implied), socializing, and 

sharing meals. As the vivid depiction of Spurinna’s daily life suggests, the elderly should 

spend their days in the spirit of ancient kalokagathia, while for the young, Pliny shows a 

fatherly understanding and writes the following: 

 
A cluttered and disorganized mode of life is not at that stage inappropriate for the young, but for 

 
31  Ibid. 6.10.5. 
32  Ibid. 2.7.5.  
33  Ibid. 3.1.2. Unfortunately, Pliny did not live to a ripe old age; he passed away in his early fifties. His letters 

provide a valuable contribution to gerontological studies of the ancient world, as he wrote about the lives of 

elderly people in an unpretentious and realistic manner. More on this topic: Kebric 1983. The precise schedule 

of Spurinna’s daily routine and Pliny’s activities during their summer vacation in Tusculum can be found in 

the appendix of the paper: Winsor Leach 2003: 164–165. 
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old people an entirely tranquil and well-ordered existence is apposite. For them, sustained activity 

is outdated, and ambition is degrading.34 

 

One of the most touching letters in Pliny’s collection is addressed to Vestricius and 

Cotia upon the death of their son Cotus. Writing a memorial for him, Pliny carefully and 

with chosen words asks the parents of the deceased young man to advise him on how best 

to execute this task: 

 
It is hard for you as yet to turn your mind to it in your grief. Yes, it is hard, but just as you would 

advise a sculptor or painter, when fashioning a representation of your son, what features he should 

emphasize or change, so you must mould and guide me in the same way, for I am trying to achieve 

a likeness not frail or fleeting, but one that is, in your opinion, immortal. The more authentic and 

fine and finished it will be, the longer it will survive.35 

 

The fifth letter of the fifth book is a posthumous eulogy in honor of Gaius Fanius, a 

prominent Roman jurist and writer. Pliny highlights his virtues and laments his premature 

passing, as he did not have the time to complete the works he had begun, which were written 

thoroughly and diligently: 

 
For those at work on some immortal project, death seems to me to be always bitter and to come 

too early. For those who surrender to pleasure, and who live, so to say, for the day, each day 

forecloses their reasons for living. But for those who give thought to posterity, and prolong 

remembrance of themselves through their works, death at any time is too sudden, for it always cuts 

off some work which has been begun.36 

 

3.4. Women Confronting Death 

 

Women are sometimes the addressees37 and main protagonists in Pliny’s 

epistolography. Such letters often evolve into true panegyrics, such as the eulogy for Fania.38 

In addition to actual illnesses and deaths of women that he writes about, Pliny also speaks 

of famous examples (exempla) of female heroism from recent history. One notable instance 

is the bravery of Aria, the wife of Cecina Paetus, who participated in Scribonianus’s 

conspiracy against Claudius. While Paetus was gravely ill, their son also fell ill and died. 

Aria managed the funeral rites in such a manner that her husband knew nothing of it. When 

he asked about their son, she replied that he was alive and improving, but once she left the 

room, she would burst into tears. When Paetus was condemned to suicide for his 

involvement in the conspiracy and hesitated to carry out the order, she took a dagger, drove 

it into her chest, and then handed it to her husband, saying the famous words: “Paetus, it 

 
34  Ibid. 3.1.2. 
35  Ibid. 3.10.6. 
36  Ibid. 5.5. 4. 
37  Pliny writes very tenderly to his wife Calpurnia Ibid. 6.4; Ibid. 7.5; her aunt Calpurnia Hispulla Ibid. 4.19; 

Ibid. 8.11, as well as to the mother of his first wife, Pompeia Celerina Ibid. 1.4. He was also concerned for 

Cornelia Hispulla, the daughter of his mentor, Corelius Rufus. Ibid. 3.3; Ibid. 7.14. Sherwin-White 1969: 79 

Emphasizes that Pliny was the first Roman to write love letters to his wife.  
38  Plin. Ep. 7.19. 
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does not hurt!ˮ (Paete, non dolet!).39 

No less famous is the heroic deed of Pliny’s fellow countrywoman, not as well-

known as Aria, who also voluntarily departed from life along with her husband due to his 

severe illness: 

 
She urged him to die, and herself became his companion in death––or rather she led him, was 

his inspiration, and compelled him, for she roped herself to her husband, and threw herself into 

the lake.40 

 

Although this practice was rare in Roman society, Pliny recounts the burial of the 

chief Vestal Virgin Cornelia due to her alleged violation of the vow of chastity. Emperor 

Domitian condemned her in absentia, without a trial, which, in Pliny’s view, was a greater 

crime than the one for which she was being punished. According to custom, the Vestal Virgin 

was, while still alive, lowered into an underground chamber.41 

On the other hand, what often occurred was death in childbirth, and this sad and 

bitter fate befell the sisters of Helvedius: 

 
I grieve, but my grief is within bounds. It is a cause for lamentation that girls of the highest calibre 

have been cut off by their fertility in the first flower of youth.42 

 

The adjective “bitterˮ (acerbus) in a figurative sense was used to denote the death of 

a young person, akin to a fruit that has not ripened. In literary texts, the expression “bitter 

funeralˮ (funus acerbum) was used to signify any untimely death, but in inscriptions and 

legal documents, such as the municipal contract from Puteoli, the term specifically referred 

to two groups: free persons of any status and gender who died before the age of twenty-five, 

as well as slaves who died before or around the age of thirty, which represented the 

minimum number of years required for their manumission.43 

One of the most poignant letters in Pliny’s collection is dedicated to the death of 

Minicius Fundanus’s younger daughter.44 Deeply moved, Pliny describes the lovely girl as 

someone who deserved a long life and nearly immortality. Like Antigone, she died just 

before her wedding–a motif often found in literature:45 “She was not yet fourteen, but had 

already embodied all the virtues of a mature woman.ˮ46 Although the inscription on her 

tombstone, which Bodel suggests marks her grave,47 states that Minicia lived for twelve 

years, eleven months, and nine days (v(ixit) a(nnis) XII, m(ensibus) XI, d(iebus) VII), Pliny 

refers to her as having lived fourteen. This age is commonly associated with the expected 

 
39  In examples from the past (exempla) that speak of people on their deathbeds, there is often a particular 

connection between their way of life and their last words: Pigoń 2005: 204. 
40  Plin. Еp. 6.24.4–5. 
41  Ibid. 4.11. 
42  Ibid. 4.21.2. 
43  Bodel 2016: 92. 
44  Plin. Ep. 5.16. 
45  Bodel 1995: 456. 
46  Plin. Ep. 5.16.2. 
47  CIL 6. 16631; Bodel 1995: 456. 
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time for marriage, marking the threshold from childhood to adolescence, and the beginning 

of psychophysical maturity. Scholars have debated whether this discrepancy is due to a 

manuscript error. However, since these are literary letters, the exact number of years is not 

the focal point; Pliny’s intent is to emphasize the pathos of the girl’s tender years, which 

were tragically cut short before she could reach an important life milestone.48 As Bodel 

notes, from the time of Hippocratic followers and Solon, human life was often divided into 

heptamades, or periods of seven years. Thus, Pliny is not concerned with the precise number 

of years, but rather with highlighting that she never reached a key turning point in life. As 

seen in other examples, Pliny provides exact ages when the context demands it.49 

Furthermore, certain expressions, such as non dum tot compleverat annos (“he/she had not 

yet reached so and so yearsˮ), were common in epitaphs of the period of the Early Empire. 

Thus, they have shifted from the “language of the epitaph” into literary discourse, echoing 

a standardized and ritualistic funerary expression.50 

The letter concerning Minicia’s death is imbued with poignant descriptions of her 

bravery and the manner in which she confronted her grave illness, triumphing over it 

through her remarkable virtues: 

 
What love she showed to her nurses, her attendants, and her teachers, according to the duties of 

each! With what diligence and intelligence she applied herself to her studies! And how restrained 

and circumspect she was in her play! What self-control, endurance, and resolve, too, she showed 

in her final illness! She obeyed the doctors, encouraged her sister and her father, and when her 

physical powers failed her, she kept herself going with her strength of mind, which endured in her 

to the end, for neither her lengthy illness nor fear of death broke her spirit.51 

 

Certainly, her death is profoundly tragic and heartbreaking, for it came far too soon: 

O triste plane acerbumque funus!52  

The pathos of this letter is further heightened by the image of her father, Fundanus: 

 
I cannot describe in words the ghastly wound which pierced my heart when I heard Fundanus 

himself (for grief devises many trials) giving instructions that the money which he had intended to 

disburse on clothes, pearls, and jewels should be spent instead on incense, ointments, and spices.53 

 

The letter concludes with a request for comfort to be offered to the inconsolable 

father, expressed through gentle and carefully chosen words: 

 

 
48  Ibid. 457. 
49  Plin. Ep. 6.24.1: “Ummidia Quadratilla has died, shortly before her eightieth birthday. She retained her vigour 

until her final illness, and her body remained compact and sturdy, more than is the norm for a married woman. 

She left the most edifying will at her death.”  
50  Bodel 1995: 457. In a letter concerning his friend Macrinus, whose wife had passed away, he writes the 

following: “He lived with her for thirty-nine years without wrangling or animosity.” The sentence in Latin 

reads: Plin. Ep. 8.5.1: Vixit cum hac viginti novem annis sine iurgio sine offensa. The term sine iurgio sine 

offensa and similar expressions are also derived from the funerary style. 
51  Plin. Ep. 6.16.3–4. 
52  Ibid. 5.16.6. 
53  Ibid. 5.16.7. 
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…for just as a wound still raw shrinks from the hands of healers, but then bears with them and 

begs for them unasked, so mental grief while fresh rejects and shrinks from any consolations, but 

then pines for them and becomes resigned to them, if they are proffered with sympathy.54 

 

3.5. Pliny's Concern for Loved Ones 

 

From the end of the fifth book, the illness of loved ones becomes an increasingly 

frequent theme in the letters. One such letter talks about the freedman Zosimus, whom Pliny 

praises highly, emphasizing his scholarship and integrity, but also highlighting his care and 

concern for those under his charge: 

 
… for a few years ago, when in the course of recitation he was straining himself to the utmost, he 

vomited blood. For this reason, I sent him to Egypt, and after a lengthy sojourn abroad, he recently 

returned restored to health. But subsequently, he put too much strain day after day on his vocal 

chords, and a cough gave him warning of his former weakness, and he again vomited blood.55 

 

Concerned about Zosimus’s health, Pliny sends him to his friend’s estate in Forum 

Iulii, as the air there is fresh and the milk is the most suitable remedy for such a 

condition.56 This and many other letters on similar topics are a treasure trove of timeless 

life wisdom: “It is a rule of nature that nothing rouses and ignites love so much as fear 

of loss.ˮ57 

Certainly, the letters regarding the death of Pliny the Elder and the description of the 

eruption of Vesuvius are among the most famous in the collection. These are letters sixteen 

and twenty from the sixth book, addressed to the historian Cornelius Tacitus, who asked 

Pliny to describe these events. In the first address to the recipient at the beginning of the 

letter, we notice the recurring motif of the aspiration for immortality: 

 
You ask me to describe for you the death of my uncle, to enable you to transmit a more truthful 

account for the benefit of posterity. I am grateful to you, because I realize that perennial glory is 

in store for the manner of his death if it is extolled by you.58 

 

Pliny himself describes his uncle for eternity as a scholar who begins to investigate 

this extraordinary phenomenon, and then, with knightly courage, rushes to save those in 

danger at the foot of Vesuvius. In his battle with the hellish forces of nature, he loses his life 

on the shore of the sea: 

 
My uncle lay down there on a discarded sail and repeatedly drank cold water, which he had 

requested. Then flames and the smell of sulphur heralding the flames impelled the rest to flight 

and roused him. Leaning on two of his confidential slaves, he stood up and at once collapsed. I 

infer that his breathing was choked by the greater density of smoke, and this blocked his gullet, 

which was often frail and narrow, and often unsettled. When daylight was restored, two days after 

 
54  Ibid. 5.16.11. 
55  Ibid. 5.19.6. 
56  Ibid. 5.19.7. 
57  Ibid. 5.19.5.  
58  Ibid. 6.16.1–2. 
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his eyes had closed in death, his body was found intact and unharmed. It was covered over, still in 

the clothes he had worn. It was more like someone sleeping than a corpse.59 

 

Pliny’s reputation as a cheerful writer60 is primarily based on the content of the first 

six books of his letters, in which, aside from a few sporadic exceptions, lighter themes 

dominate. In the seventh book, he mentions for the first time that he himself is ill, his eyes 

inflamed, yet he humorously notes to his friend that, despite this, he noticed that the hen 

sent to him as a wish for a fast recovery was “nice and plumpˮ.61 In this example, we can 

observe that even in difficult situations, such as this one, there was still room for humor–

one of the more important characteristics of his literary style. Pliny is known for his 

intention to amuse and entertain the recipient, or reader, with jokes at his own expense. 

The frequency of writing about illness and death reaches its peak in the eighth book, 

where almost a third of the letters are dedicated to these themes. Ronald Syme offers the 

explanation that the period covered by the seventh, eighth, and even ninth books might have 

been preceded by a series of poor weather conditions62 or perhaps an epidemic connected 

to the Second Dacian War.63 Pliny writes the following: 

 
I have accomplished the journey successfully, though with the one snag that one of my servants fell 

ill in the most oppressive heat. In fact, my reader, Encolpius, mainstay of my serious studies and 

joy of my relaxation, coughed up blood when his throat was irritated by the dust. … then, too, he is 

a self-controlled patient, we are exercised about him, and the doctors are attentive. Moreover, the 

healthy climate, the retirement, and the relaxation give promise of a cure as much as of leisure. 64 

 

It is possible that the pessimism that colors these three books was further triggered 

by Pliny’s personal losses. Namely, his third wife, the young Calpurnia, had a miscarriage: 

 
She had a girl’s ignorance that she was pregnant, and for that reason, she both failed to take the 

precautions which pregnant women should take, and did things which she ought not to have done. 

She has paid for her mistake with harsh realization, for her life was in the greatest danger.65 

 

Two letters from the eighth book are of the same theme.66 Pliny is deeply troubled 

by the poor health of his wife, as well as the illnesses and deaths of his loved ones and 

slaves. He finds solace in literature and in granting freedom to his slaves while they are still 

young, allowing them to write a kind of testament, which he safeguards and considers 

legally valid. However, he does not completely fall into despair: 

 

 
59  Ibid. 6.16.18–20. 
60  More details on the topic: Strunk 2012: 178.  
61  Plin. Еp. 7.21.4. 
62  Ibid. 8.17.1: “Surely you are not enduring such harsh and stormy weather as we are? Here we have had 

continual storms and frequent flooding. The Tiber has left its channel and burst its banks further downstream 

to a considerable height.” 
63  Syme 1985: 182. 
64  Ibid. 8.1.1–3.  
65  Ibid. 8.10.1. 
66  Ibid. 8.16; 19. 
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… for it is part of being human to be assailed by grief and to have feelings, but to struggle against 

them and to acknowledge consolations rather than to have no need of them.67 

 

Although a shift in tone and writing style can be noticed, it has not significantly 

affected the perception of Pliny as an “optimistic” writer. Instead, the final books are 

interpreted as “uncharacteristicˮ of his recognizable narrative style.68 The theme of 

immortality is present even in the concluding books of the collection: 

 
Different people hold different views, but I regard as wholly blessed the man who enjoys the 

anticipation of a good and lasting repute, and lives in certainty of the survival of his name and 

future fame.69 

 

In the ninth book, the grim references to illness and death are rarer, infused with a 

certain dose of optimism. Pliny consoles his friend with a eulogy in honor of the deceased 

and rejoices in the recovery of Paullus Psenus, the grandson of Propertius, who was also a 

talented writer.70 

The tenth book, the largest in terms of the number of letters, consists of 

correspondence between Emperor Trajan and Pliny, who at the time was the governor of the 

province of Bithynia and Pontus. He had been gravely ill on several occasions, and as a 

result, he appealed to the emperor for civil privileges for the doctors who had attended to 

his health.71 The following brief correspondence is a testament to the fact that health was 

regarded as the greatest blessing in ancient times, just as it is today: 

 
Well, then, just write that you have nothing to write, or nothing beyond the introductory greeting 

which our forebears used to use: ‘If you are well, that’s fine; I am well.’ I am satisfied with that, 

for it’s the main thing.72 

 

4. Conclusion 
 

Each book of Pliny’s collection contains a mention of death or illness of at least one 

of his friends or acquaintances, and some contain several such references. Therefore, we 

can conclude that these topics were, at least for him personally, a focus of attention. While 

reflecting the writer’s preoccupation with current events and individual situations, they also 

leave ample space for more general reflections and conclusions.  

When considering the principles of ancient epistolography through excerpts from his 

collection, it is clear that the themes of illness and death were not only relevant but also 

particularly well-suited to the epistolary literary genre. A letter on said topic could meet 

stylistic requirements such as clarity and brevity, while also addressing thematic concerns 

like presenting examples from the past (exempla), offering moral lessons, and providing 

 
67  Ibid. 8.16.4. 
68  Gibson 2013: 2–4. 
69  Plin. Ep. 9.3.1. 
70  Ibid. 9.9; 22. 
71  Ibid. 10.5; 11.  
72  Ibid. 1.11.1. 
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moral support. Such letters are imbued with motifs of comfort, encouragement, and 

sympathy, with Pliny at times writing and sending a letter as a kind of gift, since it was 

perceived as such in the ancient world. Furthermore, a letter represented an image of the 

author’s soul and character, and within them, we not only learn more about the recipient, 

but also about the sender himself. When writing about someone’s illness or death, Pliny 

evokes memories, expresses his thoughts and emotions, as his letters are often self-

reflective. He articulates his own sorrow in response to the illness or loss of a friend, which 

P. Walsh describes as a “sense of deprivation,” which is one of Pliny’s most civilized 

characteristics.73 We would further add that he also actively shares in the pain of others, 

empathizing with those who have lost someone close to them. 

Moreover, we have noticed that, in isolated examples, but especially throughout the 

entire collection, one of the central principles of letter writing is particularly evident: the need 

to anticipate the recipient's reaction and emotion. An illustrative example is certainly his 

advice to Marcelinus on how to express condolences to their mutual friend Fundanus over the 

death of his daughter Minicia. In this paper, we have highlighted certain similarities between 

the ancient and the modern world–the illness and death of a young person were experienced 

with tragedy. However, even on such occasions, Pliny advocated for restraint in grief and 

perseverance, and through portraits of (celebrated) women, he depicted said examples. 

The archaeologist and art historian Branko Gavela, in the introduction to the 

translation of Pliny’s Letters by Albin Vilhar, compares Pliny’s literary expression to the 

visual language of Scopas’s figures and the compositions on the Pergamon Altar dedicated 

to Zeus Olympios.74 From these cited examples, we can observe how Pliny’s literary work, 

much like Scopas’s sculpture, radiates an unmasked emotionality, reverence, suffering, and 

unrest. Through these brief literary essays, we observe that death was a daily presence, both 

as a tangible reality and as a thought process. Numerous life stories depict voluntary death 

as a form of liberation, while material traces set up in honor of the deceased serve as comfort 

for the living and protection from oblivion. Illness can influence a person’s character, 

weakening or strengthening it, providing an opportunity for improvement. 

Pliny’s collection reminds and warns us of the altruistic values that should still guide 

us today. It is honorable and wonderful to help the sick, to remember the deceased, and to 

erect statues or monuments for the deserving. His letters are an example of sincere affection 

toward those to whom he writes, reverence for his ancestors, and care for future generations. 

 

 

 
REFERENCES: 

 

Sources: 

Demetrius Phal. De elocutione, the Greek text with introduction, translation, facsimiles, etc. by W. 

Rhys Roberts, Cambridge, 1902. 

Horacije K. F. Pesme, G. Maričić et al. (prev.), Beograd: NNK Internacional, 2009. 

 
73 Walsh 2006: preface xix. 
74 Plinije 1982: 6, preface by Branko Gavela. 

 



 

22 

 

Ovidije P. N. Metamorfoze, T. Maretić (prev.), Beograd: Dereta, 1991. 

Plinije G. Mlađi, Pisma, A. Vilhar (prev.), Beograd: SKZ, 1982. (Serbian Cyrillic) 

Pliny The Younger, Complete Letters, Translated with an introduction and notes by P. G. 

 Walsh, Oxford: University Press, 2006.  

 

References: 

Alade I. M. “Pliny the Younger and his Suicide Ethos,” KIU Journal of Humanities 6(1), 2021, 247–

254.  

Bodel, J. “Death and Social Death in Ancient Rome,” in J. Bodel and W. Scheide (eds.), On Human 

Bondage, Malden: Wiley-Blackwell, 2016. 

Bodel, J. “Minicia Marcella: Taken before Her Time,” The American Journal of Philology, Vol. 116, 

№ 3, 1995, 453–460. 

Cicero, M. T. Intimna prepiska, G. Maričić et al. (ur.), Beograd: Paideia, 1998. 

Đurić M. Exegi monumentum: pesnička svest o trajnosti stvorenog, diplomski rad pod mentorstvom 

G. Maričića, Beograd. Available at: https://kud-logos.si/exegi-monumentum-pesnicka-svest-o-

trajnosti-stvorenog/ (Accessed May 28, 2024). 

Fort N. Literary immortality in Pliny the Younger's Letters I–IX, MA Thesis, Athens: University of 

Georgia, 2012. 

Gibson R. “A darker Pliny,” in Alice König, Christopher Whitton (eds.), Working Papers on Nervan, 

Trajanic and Hadrianic Literature, University of St Andrews, 2013. 

Hope, V. M. Death in Ancient Rome. London and New York: Routledge, 2007. 

Kebric R. “Aging in Pliny's Letters: A View from the Second Century A.D.” The Gerontologist Vol. 

23, No. 5, 1983, 538–545. 

Pigoń J. “Death and the Maiden (or Matron): Some Female Demises in Early Imperial Writers,” Eos 

92, 2005, 200–209. 

Plinije G. Mlađi, Pisma, Beograd: SKZ, 1982. (Serbian Cyrillic) 

Prtija S. “Antička epistolografija: razvoj pisma u Grčkoj,” Filolog Vol. 13, Broj 25, 2022. (Serbian 

Cyrillic) 

Sherwin-White A.N. “Pliny, the Man and his Letters,” Greece and Rome 16 (1), 1969, 76–90. 

Strunk, T. E. “Pliny the Pessimist,” Greece and Rome, 59 (02), 2012, 178–192. 

Syme R. ‘People in Pliny’, The Journal of Roman Studies, Vol. 58, Parts 1 and 2, 1968, 135–151. 

Winsor Leach E. “Otium as Luxuria: Economy of Status in the Younger Pliny's Letters,” Arethusa, 

Vol. 36, No 2, 2003, 147–165. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://wroc.academia.edu/JakubPigon?swp=tc-au-33882322
https://wroc.academia.edu/JakubPigon?swp=tc-au-33882322


 

23 

 

МАРИНА АНДРИЈАШЕВИЋ 

Универзитет у Београду, Филозофски факултет 

 

ЛИТЕРАРНА СВЕДОЧАНСТВА О БОЛЕСТИ И СМРТИ  

У ЕПИСТОЛОГРАФИЈИ ПЛИНИЈА МЛАЂЕГ 

 

Резиме 

У својим литерарним писмима која су једна од првих те врсте у римској књижевности 

Гај Плиније Цецилије Секунд говори о разноликим темама из свакодневног живота Римљана. 

Римски државник Трајановог доба и литерата широког образовања, био је зачетник ове нове 

књижевне врсте настале под снажним утицајем античке реторике. Његову збирку чине стилски 

обликована (epistulae curatius scriptae / litterae curiosius scriptae) стварна писма упућена 

пријатељима и блиским особама, која је аутор лично одабрао и објавио. С тим у вези, можемо 

рећи да се у Плинијевом стварном адресату заправо огледа широки римски аудиторијум.  

Циљ нашег рада био је да се на богатом и шароликом материјалу који ова збирка пружа 

додатно осветли феномен болести и смрти са литерарног аспекта. Премда Плиније важи за 

ведрог писца, будући да његова писма садрже описе лежерне свакодневице и учене доколице, 

екфразе велелепних имања и вила, епистолографски део његовог стваралаштва често 

прожимају теме везане за разне болести и стања, старење, (преурањену) смрт, (само)убиства, а 

као контратежа свему томе стоји свеприсутна жеља за славом и бесмртности. Већи број помена 

болести и смрти не треба да буди посебну позорност имајући у виду високу стопу смртности 

тога доба, а и свакако представљају део свачије свакодневице. Са друге стране, оно што смо 

ми могли закључити на основу анализе релевантних ексцерпата, болест и смрт јесу погодна 

тема за само литерарно писмо. Отворена, тј. јавна писма углавном су се писала у устаљеним 

стилским и садржинским оквирима, те нису служила само да информишу већ да поуче, 

посаветују и охрабре. Адхортативни мотиви сами по себи происходе из поменуте тематике. 

Литерарно стваралаштво Плинију је представљало највеће задовољство и пут ка 

бесмртности. Његова писма, пуна пијетета према прецима и бриге према ближњима треба и 

данас да нам буду путоказ и прибежиште. 

Кључне речи: Плиније Млађи, римска литерарна епистолографија, болест, смрт, 

бесмртност. 
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RESCUE ARCHAEOLOGICAL INVESTIGATION 

IN MITROVA REKA AND NEW INSIGHTS INTO THE 
BOUNDARIES OF THE BANJSKA MONASTERY ESTATE IN RAS  

 
 

Abstract: During archaeological monitoring of conservation and restoration works carried out 

in 2022 on the Church of St. Demetrius with its old cemetery in Mitrova Reka, a cultural monument 

dated to the 16th century, walls from an earlier construction phase and part of a medieval necropolis 

were uncovered. In order to address structural damage to the walls and foundations on the northern 

and northeastern sides of the church, rescue archaeological excavations were also conducted in the 

same year. The current situation suggests that the existing church was built upon the remains of a 

medieval church. The previous architectural and burial findings in Mitrova Reka provide new insights 

into the spatial boundaries and territorial extent of the surrounding estates of the Banjska Monastery, 

recorded in the Svetostefan Charter of King Milutin from the second decade of the 14th century. The 

confirmation of earlier archaeological layers raises questions about the spatial contextualization of the 

church within its surrounding landscape, significantly impacting the perception of its cultural and 

historical value. Furthermore, it complicates the continuation of conservation and restoration works 

aimed at its preservation and presentation. 

Keywords: Medieval Raška, Svetostefan Charter, church, burial, grave slab. 
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1. Introduction 
 

Since the reign of Grand Župan Stefan Nemanja (1169–1196), Deževo (locally known 

as Deževa) has been an important area where settlements and hillforts connected to the fortified 

capital town of Ras developed. Numerous churches are recorded in King Milutin’s (r. 1282–

1321) charter to the Banjska Monastery,1 attesting to the significance of the Deževa Valley in 

the social, political, and cultural life of medieval Serbia. Important historical decisions were 

made here, such as the change of rulers of the Serbian Kingdom at the Deževa Assembly in 

1282, as described by Archbishop Danilo II (c. 1270–19 December 1337).2 The subsequent 

period, which marked a time of economic and cultural prosperity for the state, lasted until 1455, 

when the Ottomans, after a months-long siege, captured Novo Brdo and subsequently the entire 

Branković territory and the Ibar Valley.3 With the later stabilization of political conditions, the 

population of the Deževa villages, during the 16th and 17th centuries, restored the destroyed 

churches and erected new ones.4 During this period, numerous church buildings were 

constructed, sharing similar spatial concepts, building techniques, and architectural decorations, 

such as the Church of Saint Nicholas at Štitari, Saint Marina at Doinovići, Saint Lazarus at 

Živalić, Saint Nicholas at Kuzmičevo, and the Church of the Holy Virgin at Kovačevo.5 

During this building phase, on the left bank of the Deževa River, in the area of the 

village of Aluloviće, on an elevation by the road leading from the village of Deževa to 

Mount Golija, the Church of Saint Demetrius was erected6 (Fig. 1). The structure features 

a single-nave layout, constructed from dressed trachyte and sandstone blocks, with the 

incorporation of marble spolia, and is covered by a barrel vault. The interior is organized 

into a nave, with an inner and outer narthex, the outer one potentially representing an 

addition or reconstruction, most likely from the 19 th century. The altar apse is 

semicircular on the inside and polygonal on the outside. The western portal features a 

richly profiled frame surmounted by a niche, flanked by seven-pointed stars enclosed in 

circles. Within the niche is a dedicatory inscription carved on a plaque of white Studenica 

marble, topped by a Saracenic arch.7 Above the niche, a secondary medieval tombstone 

(slab insert) of white marble, in the shape of a trapezoid, with a Maltese cross and a 

sculpted depiction of the deceased’s head,8 was built in, originating from an older 

 
1  Editions of the Svetostefan (Banjska) Charter, see Jagić 1890: 1-47; Kovačević 1890: 1–11; Novaković 1912: 

622–631; Mošin, Ćirković, Sindik Vol. I, No. 125, 2011: 455-469; Trifunović 2011, Vol. 1, 19-83. 
2  Danilo II et al.,1866: 25–27. 
3  Mišić 2014: 53–54. 
4  Stanić 1969: 224. 
5  Šuput 1991: 81, 109, 282 with earlier literature; Premović-Aleksić 2014: 57, 66 with earlier literature. 
6  By Decision of the Government of the Republic of Serbia No. 633-6501/2019 of June 27, 2019 (Official 

Gazette of the Republic of Serbia, No. 47/2019 of June 28, 2019), the complex was designated an immovable 

cultural property—cultural monument. 
7  There is a clear resemblance in the design of the roof cornice and entrance portal to that of the Church of Saint 

Marina in Doinoviće; similar masonry techniques and entrance portal treatments can also be observed in the 

churches of Saint Nicholas in Kuzmičevo and the Holy Virgin in Kovačevo, as well as in the form and 

appearance of the polygonal apse of the Church of St. Nicholas in Štitari, see fn 5. 
8  For similar examples of medieval tombstones, see Stanić, Vukadin 1969: 150–151, fig. 6; Milutinović 2019: 

55–56, fig. 9. 
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necropolis. Precise data regarding the construction date of the church is not available. 

Based on stylistic characteristics, it is presumed to have been built in the second half of 

the 16th century, i.e., after the restoration of the Peć Patriarchate in 1557.9 An inscription 

on the western façade above the entrance to the church reveals that it was restored by the 

local inhabitants in 1853, during the reign of Sultan Abdülmecid I (1823–1861) and the 

episcopate of Parthenios (1849–1854), the last from among the Phanariots to serve as 

Metropolitan of Raška and Prizren.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. The Church of Saint Demetrius and the old cemetery at Mitrova Reka (photo: D. Anđelković) 

 

 

 A graveyard developed around the church, serving as a burial site for the population 

of the surrounding villages until the early 20th century (Fig. 2). These grave markers were 

carved in the shape of large stone crosses, a form well known from the necropolis at the 

Church of Saint Peter and Saint Paul in Novi Pazar. The existence of an earlier burial layer 

was indicated by larger slabs with beveled edges, which were incorporated as spolia into 

the base of the bell tower.10 

 

 

 
9  Premović-Aleksić 2014: 97. 
10  Ibid.; Ead. 2015: 162. 
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Figure 2. Site plan of the cultural monument Church of Saint Demetrius with the old cemetery in Mitrova Reka 

(drawing by M. Slavković) 

 

2. Conservation Treatment of the Church of Saint Demetrius 
 

Conservation and restoration works on this cultural heritage site have never been 

systematically carried out, which is why the territorially competent Institute for the 

Protection of Cultural Heritage in Kraljevo proposed in 2018 the repair of all structural 

damages to the church, as outlined in the Project for the Conservation and Restoration of 

the Church of Saint Demetrius with the Old Cemetery in Mitrova Reka, Municipality of 

Novi Pazar.11 The works included the restoration of the foundations on the northern side of 

the church, due to subsidence of the ground and shallow foundations, as well as partial 

restoration of the large cracks in the lower zone of the northern wall, which indicated weak 

load-bearing capacity and a potential risk of the building's collapse. The Project also 

included the repair and replacement of the tiled roof covering. Following the restoration of 

the church, the team planned activities on the monuments of the younger necropolis. 

The Project was phased and financed by the Ministry of Culture of the Republic of 

Serbia, with conservation and restoration works commencing in 2021. During the second 

phase, in 2022, the restoration of the foundations on the northern side of the building was 

carried out. As the required activities were contingent on necessary earthworks, 

 
11  Documentation of the Institute for the Protection of Cultural Heritage in Kraljevo, 2018. 
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archaeological monitoring was conducted. During the excavation of the trench on the 

northern side of the building and the raising of the existing sidewalk, two grave markers 

were discovered in situ beneath the foundations of the church (Fig. 3), confirming the 

hypothesis of an earlier burial layer. The conservation works were temporarily halted to 

allow for archaeological research,12 aimed at protecting the material remains and 

documenting new data on this immovable cultural heritage site.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3. The plan of the existing church 

with the position of medieval tombstones (drawing by M. Slavković) 

 

 
3. Methodological Challenges and Research Findings 

 

The documentation of the Institute in Kraljevo records several previous conservation 

and restoration interventions on the structure, which, as a rule, did not include 

archaeological research. Unfortunately, all previous works were solely focused on restoring 

the disturbed structural integrity of the building, involving earthworks without the 

application of archaeological methodology, resulting in the irreversible loss of valuable data 

about earlier layers. 

Given the specificity of the discovery of grave slabs beneath the foundation zone of 

the 16th-century church (Fig. 3), at a depth of approximately 0.6 m from the level of the 

contemporary courtyard, it was not possible to carry out excavation within the standard 

principles of archaeological methodology. Since the associated graves were clearly located 

 
12  The protective archaeological research was conducted by the Institute for the Protection of Cultural Monuments 

of Kraljevo, under the leadership of Marija D. Marić, Ph.D., with a team consisting of the co-authors of this text. 
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beneath the later construction, it was necessary to statically secure the structure to prevent 

the collapse of the wall and ensure the safety of the researchers during the excavation. Due 

to the inability to establish absolute reference points because of the inaccessibility of the 

findings, the measurements were documented in relative heights in relation to known 

architectural elements of the church. The research encompassed the area around the two-

part marble grave slab (Fig. 3), while the remaining earthworks in the trench along the 

northern wall and apse were archaeologically monitored due to the potential for new 

archaeological finds. The upper layers were devastated by previous conservation works 

related to the installation of the earlier sidewalk, and it was only by lowering the excavation 

that the intact layers were reached.  

Beneath the foundation level of the 16th-century church, on the northern and eastern 

sides, walls of an earlier structure, somewhat narrower in size, were discovered (Fig. 4). Its 

longitudinal wall is set back approximately 0.35 m in relation to the northern façade line of 

the later church. The newly discovered structure was built using a completely different 

technique, with smaller dressed and broken stone, and bonded with lime mortar (Fig. 5). It 

has a semicircular apse, which on the northern side ends with a straight section and joins 

the longitudinal wall at a right angle (Fig. 6), clearly indicating that this is the wall of an 

older church. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4. Plan of the existing and older church with uncovered graves (drawing by M. Slavković) 
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Figure 5. Detail of the exterior face of the northern wall 

of the older church beneath the foundation level (photo by M. Slavković) 

 

Further excavation on the northern side, along the wall of the younger church, toward 

the east, revealed another grave marker (Fig. 3). It is a massive dressed sandstone slab 

measuring 1.60 x 0.40 m, with an average thickness of 0.25 m, featuring a stylized 

anthropomorphic depiction on its upper surface (Fig. 7). The archaeological excavation 

beneath the grave slab, where a grave was expected, was not carried out due to the potential 

risk of seriously compromising the structure's stability. The other previously mentioned 

grave marker is in the form of a two-part, smoothly dressed marble slab with an elongated 

rectangular shape and slanted sides, measuring 1.80 x 0.32 m and approximately 0.10 m in 

thickness. It is decorated with six shallowly carved circles divided into seven segments (Fig. 

8). Due to the location designated for the underpinning of the church's foundation at that 

spot, the slab was removed. After the temporary static reinforcement of the northern wall, 

the excavation of burial units beneath and alongside the slab in the trench was carried out. 

Two graves were found beneath the slab. At a relative depth of 0.7 m from the surface level, 

a partially preserved juvenile skeleton was uncovered (Grave 2). Due to the significantly 

deteriorated condition, it was almost impossible to clean and lift the bones, so the find was 

not subject to bioarchaeological processing. Beneath this skeleton, at a relative depth of 

1.05 m, the skeleton of an adult individual was found (Grave 3), which, together with the 

aforementioned slab, forms a burial unit. Due to the composition and hardness of the soil, 
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it was challenging to define the burial features clearly. Directly adjacent to these two graves, 

on their northern side, a third grave was discovered with the skeletal remains of an adult 

individual (Grave 1), at a relative depth of 0.9 m. The skeletons of two adult individuals 

were found in an anatomical position, buried in an east-west orientation, with their heads to 

the west (Fig. 4). The hands of the deceased were crossed over the chest. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6. Detail of the exterior face of the apse wing wall 

of the older church beneath the foundation level (photo by V. Milutinović) 

 

The movable archaeological material found during the excavation is scarce. In 

the upper, disturbed layer, beneath the sidewalk, a forged iron nail, 7.5 cm in length, was 

discovered. In addition, a fragment of the rim of a ceramic vessel, intensely black, made 

from clay with silica inclusions, was found. The lack of decoration makes it impossible 

to date with certainty, although the texture suggests it is medieval pottery. In the layer 

above the two-part grave slab, but beneath the foundations of the younger church, eight 

fragments from the same pot were found, with thinner walls and a dark grey color. The 

fragments are missing the diagnostic parts of the vessel, so based on their texture, this 

ceramic material can be roughly dated to the late medieval or post-medieval period. No 

other finds were encountered. 
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Figure 7. Massive grave slab with an anthropomorphic depiction in situ (photo V. Milutinović) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 8. Marble grave slab with a solar circle motif (drawing A. Matović) 

 
 

4. Analysis of the Research Results 
 

Although the scope of the protective archaeological investigations was limited, 

being dictated by the requirements of architectural conservation, restoration, and 

stabilization works on the later church, they yielded significant chronological data and 

raised numerous questions that form the basis for further research into this sacral 
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complex. The analysis of the previously described excavation results established that the 

later Church of Saint Demetrius from the 16th century represents a reconstruction of an 

earlier structure from the medieval period (Fig. 4). From the latter, only segments of the 

outer faces of the north and south walls, together with part of the apse, were uncovered. 

Adjacent to the older structure, a necropolis developed, as evidenced by two grave 

markers and the skeletal remains of the deceased (Figs. 3 and 4). The first sandstone 

grave marker, bearing a stylized anthropomorphic representation on its upper surface 

(Fig. 7), is a type of rustic monument which, during the medieval period, constituted the 

most common form of sepulchral marker on Serbian necropolises.13 The second grave 

marker belongs to the type of two-part marble slabs with slanted sides, decorated with 

six stylized solar circles (Fig. 8). The irregularity in the appearance of the motif is 

discernible, particularly in the carving of the solar rays, which may also be attributed to 

the stonemason’s lack of skill. Such ornamentation generally symbolizes rebirth, in which 

death is not perceived as an end.14 Based on an analogy with a grave slab from Studenica, 

this find from Mitrova Reka is broadly dated to the period from the late 13 th to the mid-

15th century.15 The medieval burial layer around the Church of Saint Demetrius is also 

evidenced by a second, amorphous grave marker found at the same level beneath the 

foundations of the later church (Figs. 3 and 7).  

A basic bioanthropological analysis16 of the skeletons revealed that Grave 3, located 

beneath the two-part slab, contained the remains of an adult female individual,17 while 

Grave 1, situated adjacent to it and buried somewhat more shallowly, held the remains of 

an adult male individual over 35 years of age (Fig. 4). No pathological conditions or injuries 

were observed on the recovered skeletal remains, indicating a relatively good health status 

at the time of death. In the grave of the female individual, a subsequent burial of a child was 

carried out, which may suggest a familial relationship between the interred. The graves 

contained no grave goods, making it impossible to discuss a more detailed chronology of 

burials within the examined sample of the necropolis. 

 

5. Discussion 
 

Knowledge about the stratigraphic layers from the period of construction of the 

medieval church in Mitrova Reka is based exclusively on archaeological investigations 

of limited scope. Given the importance of the Deževa Valley in the Middle Ages18 and 

the results of the rescue excavations, it is necessary to consider the possibilities for its 

historical contextualization.  

 

 
13  Popović 2015: 383 with earlier literature. 
14  Dudić 1995: 101.  
15  Popović op. cit., 383–384, 392, Т3/4. 
16  The basic bioanthropological analysis of the skeletal remains was carried out by Tamara Pavlović, M.A., a 

bioanthropologist and researcher at the Laboratory of the Faculty of Medicine, University of Belgrade. 
17  Precise age determination was not possible due to the absence of the pubic bone, but the morphology of the 

pelvic bones indicates female sex characteristics. 
18  Kalić, Popović 1982. 
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Figure 9. Medieval topography of the Deževa Valley (prepared by M. Marić) 

 

The Deževa River flows through the Deževa area, known in the Middle Ages as Pnuća19 

(Fig. 9). This older name has survived only as a toponym at its confluence with the Raška River. 

In the second charter of King Stefan the First-Crowned and his son Radoslav to the Žiča 

Monastery, issued in 1220,20 the Župa of Pnuća21 is mentioned as a territorial and administrative 

unit. Thus, in written sources, the Župa of Ras and the Župa of Pnuća are attested, their 

 
19  Kalić 1977: 58. 
20  The inscription is located on the south wall of the passage beneath the bell tower of the Church of the Holy 

Savior in the Žiča Monastery. The chrysobull is dated approximately to the time of King Stefan Radoslav’s 

wedding; see Mošin, Ćirković, Sindik, vol. I, No. 15: 93–94. For the possibility of dating the transcription of 

charter excerpts on the church walls, see also Milutinović & Marić 2017: 97–99. 
21  Mošin, Ćirković, Sindik, op. cit., No. 15: 94. 
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territories being unambiguously associated with the valley of the Deževa River. At this point, 

we return to the question of the spatial and administrative relationship between these two župas 

until the end of the 13th century,22 when the name of the Župa of Pnuća disappeared in the 

regional sense and its territory came under the jurisdiction of Ras. In this context, it is necessary 

to consider once again King Milutin’s Svetostefanska chrysobull (issued between 1314 and 

1316),23 which, on the occasion of the founding of Banjska Monastery, also defined the scope 

of its endowments. In addition to numerous villages throughout the Serbian lands, the 

chrysobull also mentions several settlements “in Ras” that were granted to Banjska Monastery: 

Deževo, Suti, Bekova, Tušimlja, Polazi, Hropalica, Dramići, Pavlje Selo, Kovači, Ivanovo, and 

the village of Dobroslav Stepković,24 accompanied by detailed descriptions of their boundaries 

and hamlets. As early as 1977, J. Kalić observed that earlier researchers had not sufficiently 

identified the toponyms mentioned in this written document, and it seems that the situation 

remains much the same today. Such research into micro-toponymy would greatly illuminate life 

in the Ras area during the 14th and 15th centuries,25 that is, the period up to the founding of Novi 

Pazar (in the second half of the 15th century) and the establishment of Ottoman rule in this area, 

which would remain in place until 1912.26 

The present-day name Mitrova Reka or Dmitrova Reka undoubtedly derives from the 

Church of Saint Demetrius, which is now known to have been built in the medieval period. 

P. Ž. Petrović considered that the existing Church of Saint Demetrius in Dmitrova Reka, as 

well as its predecessor, could not be identified with the church that King Milutin granted to 

the Banjska Monastery in 1316.27 He identified this 14th-century church (allegedly located 

in Gornja Bekova28 according to his interpretation of the Svetostefan chrysobull) as being 

situated at the site of Crkvina within the area of the present-day village of Donja Bekova. 

This argument is based on the location and name of the spring Dmitrova voda near Crkvina, 

which, in his view, confirm that the 14th-century Church of Saint Demetrius once stood at 

that site. Immediately after the destruction of that church, a new one was erected in a more 

accessible location, dedicated to the same saint, in commemoration of the old church.29 At 

the site where, in Petrović’s opinion, the original Church of Saint Demetrius once stood, a 

church dedicated to Saint Jela30 was later built (Fig. 9), at a time when the memory of the 

original patron saint had faded among the local population.31 

The previously mentioned information recorded by Petrović is based on a hypothesis 

 
22  Kalić, loc. cit. 
23  Bogdanović 2011: 117. 
24  Tomović 2011: 226–230, Katić, Vojvodić 2020: 130–132. 
25  Kalić, loc. cit. 
26  Zirojević 1977: 111-112. 
27  Petrović 1984: 161. 
28  In the Svetostefan chrysobull, when the village of Bekova is mentioned, it is never specified whether it refers 

to Gornja or Donja Bekova (Mošin, Ćirković, Sindik, op. cit., No. 125: 460). The division of the village into 

two parts was, in fact, the result of the population’s obligations either to the Banjska Monastery or to the 

Church of Saint Demetrius.  
29  Petrović is probably referring to the Church of Saint Demetrius in Mitrova Reka. 
30  In folk tradition, “Saint Jela” is a shortened form of Saint Helena, most commonly identified with Empress 

Helena, the mother of Emperor Constantine the Great, whose cult was widespread in the medieval Serbian lands.  
31  Petrović, loc. cit. 
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put forward by Petković as early as 1950, regarding the small church (Crkvica) above 

Debeličko Hill in Bekova, which he identified as the Church of Saint Demetrius with its 

estate, later incorporated by King Milutin into the Banjska Monastery estate (banjsko 

vlastelinstvo).32 This view has persisted to the present day in works that, in any respect, 

address the territorial organization of the villages of the Župa of Ras.33 The precise spatial 

pinpointing of the church is an important argument in delineating village or estate 

boundaries, a matter that will not be discussed here in detail. However, it is necessary to 

reconsider the possibility of identifying the Church of Saint Demetrius in Mitrova Reka 

with the donation to Banjska Monastery, mentioned in the above-referenced chrysobull. 

Today, the Church of Saint Demetrius in Mitrova Reka is located within the cadastral 

territory of the village of Aluloviće (Fig. 9). Petrović states that this is an old village which, at 

the end of the 17th century, was settled by Muslims who lived there until 1878, after which 

local Christians moved in.34 On the other hand, speaking of the village of Bekova in spatial 

terms, he notes that it is situated in Gornja Deževa, with hamlets that formed in the shaded 

headwaters of two streams. The village is territorially divided into three parts: Gornja Bekova 

(below the hills of Katina and Šanac), Srednja Bekova (Staro Selo), and Donja Bekova, with 

houses situated lower on the hill of Glavoč. He also remarks on the abundance of springs in 

the area, identifying Dmitrov izvor, among others, as being situated within the present-day 

Srednja Bekova. Continuing his description of the village, he further notes that the foundations 

of the wooden church dedicated to Saint Jela, burned by the Turks in 1876, along with the 

necropolis on the slope, are situated “below Streovac Hill, in Donja Bekova.” He further cites 

the Svetostefan chrysobull, which mentions the place Kurjača on the boundaries of Bekova, 

locating it within Aluloviće, together with Glavoč Hill, the site of a former Turkish border 

fortification (merćez).35 From this anthropogeographical study provided by Petrović (2010), 

different spatial arrangements can be observed compared to those he presented in 1984. The 

clearest example is the designation of Dmitrov izvor as a reference toponym, taken as evidence 

for identifying the patron saint of the nearby Crkvina. At the time of the issuing of the 

Svetostefan chrysobull, Aluloviće did not exist as a village; rather, the area belonged either to 

Deževa or to Bekova. During the High Middle Ages, when this document was written, both 

villages belonged to the Župa of Ras. According to the Svetostefan chrysobull, the same 

oronym Kurjača is listed as a boundary marker of an estate comprising the villages of Deževo, 

Suti, and Bekovo, as well as a boundary marker of the estate of the Church of Saint Demetrius, 

which likewise included the village of Bekovo together with the villages of Polazi and 

Hropalica.36 In this area, there are two elevations named Kurjača, both located within the 

territory of the village of Aluloviće (Fig. 9). Kurjača Mountain lies on the boundary of the 

present-day cadastral municipalities of Aluloviće, Gornja Tušimlja, and Bekova (elevation 982 

m),37 while a lower hill of the same name is situated in the center of Aluloviće, above the 

 
32  Petković 1950: 18. 
33  See Dudić, op. cit., 33, Premović-Aleksić 2014: 82–83 and others. 
34  Petrović 2010: 103.  
35  Petrović, op. cit., 105. 
36  Mošin, Ćirković, Sindik op. cit., No. 125: 461. 
37  Loma (2013: 126), under the entry Kurjača, in the list of toponyms from the Banjska chrysobull, identifies 

the mentioned boundary marker Kurjača with Kurjača Mountain (elevation 982 m), as had earlier been 
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Deževa River, approximately 400 m northwest of the Church of Saint Demetrius (elevation 

695.2 m). Kurjača Hill38 can be identified with the boundary marker Kurjač rt,39 which marks 

the end of the Church of Saint Demetrius’ estate boundary. If the territory of Aluloviće, and 

thus Mitrova Reka, did fall under Bekova, it becomes important to reopen the question of 

which Church of Saint Demetrius, together with its estate, is referred to in the Svetostefan 

chrysobull. In support of the importance of considering which church is mentioned in the 

chrysobull, we should also take into account the preservation of the patron’s name, Saint 

Demetrius, in both cases. In the case of the Crkvica site in Bekova, where the local community 

gathers today on Saint Jela’s feast day,40 the supposed earlier foundations have been attributed 

to Saint Demetrius as patron on the basis of the nearby Dmitrov izvor.41 However, this spring 

need not necessarily be linked to a church or its dedication; it could, for example, refer to a 

certain Dmitar, a former landowner, or something similar. In the oral tradition, there is also a 

preserved legend about the “flight” of this church,42 a common motif in stories related to the 

renewal of places of worship during the Ottoman period.43 However, such traditions do not 

constitute reliable evidence of their earlier dedication, nor do they confirm a connection 

between the two churches. Conversely, the inscription recording the church’s restoration makes 

it clear that the dedication of the Church of Saint Demetrius in Mitrova Reka is beyond doubt. 

Finally, in order to address the issue of identifying the church mentioned in the 

Svetostefan chrysobull, it is necessary to analyze the preserved architecture of both churches 

together with their associated cemeteries and the contextual evidence provided by the 

movable archaeological finds. The Church of Saint Jela in Bekova has been preserved in a 

ruined state, with the lower courses of its walls constructed from reused older tombstones.44 

Although no archaeological excavations have been carried out, the form of its ground plan, 

with a polygonal apse matching the width of the nave, directly suggests it can be dated to 

the period of Ottoman rule. Protective archaeological investigations in Mitrova Reka have 

confirmed the existence of the only medieval church so far discovered within the territory 

of the villages of Aluloviće and Bekova. 

 

6. Conclusion 
 

Archaeological investigations of the sacred complex, which comprises the Church 

of Saint Demetrius and the adjoining cemetery established in the late 19th century, have 

yielded new and significant data, offering valuable insights into the historical and cultural 

 
proposed by Škrivanić (1956: 185–187) and Tomović (2011: 227). 

38  Loma, op. cit., pp. 125–126, under the entry Kurjač rt, also included this oronym in the list but marked it as 

unidentified, referring to the discussion in Škrivanić, op. cit., p. 187. 
39  In the Svetostefan chrysobull, the toponym Kurjač rt refers to an elevated ridge or slope used as a natural 

boundary marker. 
40  Premović-Aleksić 2014: 83. 
41  Petrović, loc. cit. 
42  Premović-Aleksić, loc. cit. 
43  The legend of the “flight” of churches arose as a result of the practice of building new churches from the 

material of abandoned church sites, in order to avoid administrative obstacles and high construction taxes 

across the Ottoman Empire, Ead. 2015: 18–19. 
44  Еаd. 2014: 82. 
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context of the medieval period in this area. Although the trial excavations were constrained 

and defined by the scope of the conservation and restoration works, the results have once 

again brought into focus the spatial location of the Banjska estate of the Church of Saint 

Demetrius at Bekovi and its associated villages.  

This research demonstrates that the Church of Saint Demetrius in Mitrova Reka was 

reconstructed upon the foundations of an earlier medieval church, emphasizing the 

continuity of sacred space. Alongside the earlier sacred structure, a necropolis developed, 

active during the 14th and 15th centuries, which currently provides limited yet significant 

information concerning the sex and age of the deceased, burial practices, and grave slabs. 

The newly uncovered stratigraphy of the Church of Saint Demetrius in Mitrova Reka, 

together with the proposed identification of Rt Kurjač in its immediate surroundings, has 

enabled its spatial correlation with the church of the same name and the estate mentioned in 

the Svetostefan Charter. Accordingly, this research provides arguments for the 

reinterpretation of the territorial extents of villages and estates, as well as for a more precise 

delineation of their boundaries. Further research attention should be directed toward the 

relationship between this church and the toponyms recorded in the charter, bearing in mind 

that specific names appear at multiple locations within the study area, and that place-names 

have changed over time. For the time being, the question of the location of other churches 

in this part of the medieval Župa of Ras, as well as the relationship between the toponyms 

that define medieval estates, remains open. 

Finally, the issue of conserving immovable remains at Mitrova Reka must not be 

overlooked. The newly uncovered immovable remains not only require particular attention 

in their future protection but also call for a change in the approach to the preservation and 

presentation of this monument. Archaeological investigations, conducted across all phases 

of protection, enable the recognition of the multi-layered nature of heritage and support the 

revalorization of its values. In this way, the historical narrative is continuously enriched, 

serving as a resource for public education and the preservation of cultural identity. 
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ЗАШТИТНА АРХЕОЛОШКА ИСТРАЖИВАЊА  

У МИТРОВОЈ РЕЦИ И НОВИ УВИДИ У ПОСЕДЕ  

СРЕДЊОВЕКОВНЕ ЖУПЕ РАС 

 

Резиме 

Црква Св. Димитрија са старим гробљем у Митровој Реци, споменик културе из 16. 

века, налази се у атару данашњег села Алуловиће у области Дежеве код Новог Пазара. 

Археолошким праћењем конзерваторско-рестаураторских радова на цркви 2022. године, 

откривени су сегменти зидова старије средњовековне цркве и део истовремене некрополе. Тада 

су спроведена прва археолошка ископавања у циљу истраживања, документовања и заштите 

старије фазе локалитета, након чега је настављено са радовима на статичкој и конструктивној 

санацији млађе цркве. Резултати ових исктраживања донели су нове податке о габаритима и 

техници градње старије цркве око које се развила некропола током 14. и 15. века. Датовање 

старије фазе локалитета извршено је на основу стилске анализе два надгробника која су 

откривена уз темеље старије цркве. Први споменик припада типу рустичних притесаних плоча 

од пешчара са стилизованом антропоморфном представом, које представљају најбројније 

сепулкрално oбележје српских средњовековних некропола у области старог Раса. Други 

надгробник је у облику дводелне мермерне, равно клесане плоче издужене правоугаоне форме 

са косо засеченим странама и украсом у виду шест плитко урезаних кружница подељених на 

седам сегмената. Он је широко датован у период 13. до 15. века на основу директне аналогије 

из Манастира Студеница. Ископавањем гробне целине испод дводелне мермерне плоче 

откривена су два скелета на различитим дубинама. Скелет на вишој коти припадао је детету 

(Гроб 2), док је испод њега лежао скелет одрасле мушке индивидуе (Гроб 3). Северно од овог 

гроба откривен је и укоп са скелетним остацима старије женске особе (Гроб 1). Скелети две 

одрасле индивидуе су пронађени у анатомском положају, оријентисани су у правцу запад-

исток, са главом на западу. Руке покојника биле су прекрштене на грудима. Гробови нису 
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садржали инвентар ни прилоге, тако да није могуће расправљати о детаљнијој хронологији 

сахрањивања на истраженом узорку некрополе. 

Анализом претходно описаних резултата ископавања утврђено је да млађа црква Св. 

Димитрија из 16. века, представља обнову старије грађевине из периода средњег века. Имајући 

у виду ову чињеницу, као и сачувану дипломатичку грађу за предметни простор у позном 

средњем веку, у раду је још једном размотрена историјска контекстуализација откривене 

старије цркве. У Светостефанској (Бањској) хрисовуљи краља Милутина, побројани су 

земљишни поседи Манастира Бањска у жупи Рас, који обухватају више насеља са детаљним 

описима међа, међу којима је и посед цркве Св. Димитрија у Бекову са припадајућим селима. 

Старији истраживачи су поменуту цркву препознали на простору данашњег села Бекова, према 

делимичној убикацији међника средњовековних села и једног савременог микротопонима, који 

их је семантички упућивао на име патрона црве. Нови увид у стратиграфију Цркве Св. 

Димитрија у Митровој Реци, уз први пут овде предложену убикацију међника Курјач Рт у 

непосредном окружењу, омогућио је њену просторну идентификацију са истоименом црквом 

и поседом који се помиње у Светостефанској хрисовуљи. Самим тим, ово истраживање дало је 

аргументе за реинтерпретацију територијалних обухвата села и поседа и прецизнију 

диспозицију њихових граница. 

Кључне речи: Рашка област, средњи век, Светостефанска хрисовуља, црква, 

сахрањивање, надгробна плоча. 
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THE EXCLUSIONARY RHETORIC 
AND THE CONSTRUCTION OF THE ORTHODOX OTHER 
IN THE CORRESPONDENCE OF JOHN OF CAPISTRANO  

 
 

Abstract: This paper examines the narrative and rhetorical strategies in John of Capistrano’s 

correspondence concerning Orthodox Christians during his stay in Hungary (1455–1456). It shows 

how derogatory language and framing techniques were deployed to portray the Orthodox as religious, 

political, and social “others” in relation to the Roman Catholic identity of the letter-writers. This 

exclusionary rhetoric, manifested in calls for repression, conversion, and papal intervention, is 

contextualized within the broader framework of anti-Orthodox Latin medieval discourse, the region’s 

religious conflicts, and complex political relations amid the rising Ottoman threat. Finally, the paper 

considers the impact of such rhetoric and its persistence along the frontier regions. 

Keywords: John of Capistrano, heresy, medieval letters, 15th century, othering. 

 
 

 
1. Introduction 

 

ohn of Capistrano was a prominent 15th-century Franciscan preacher and inquisitor. 

After leaving his career as a jurist, he entered the Franciscan order in 1416. Following 

the death of his teacher, Bernardino of Siena (1444), Capistrano emerged as one of the 

leaders of the Observant movement. From the time he joined the Franciscans until he died in 

1456, “he was almost constantly on the move in Italy and beyond,” preaching religious and 

moral reform of the cities, both within and outside Italy, strengthening the Observant movement, 

advocating loyalty to the papacy, and opposing religious adversaries such as heretics and Jews.1 

 
   This study was supported by the Ministry of Science, Technological Development and Innovations of the 

Republic of Serbia (Contract No. 451-03-137/2025-03/200165). This paper is an extended and revised version 

of the conference presentation “Communicating Religious Prejudices: Orthodox ‘Schismatics’ in the 

Correspondence of John of Capistrano,” delivered at the Sixth Biennial Conference of MECERN: Inclusion 

and Exclusion in Medieval Central Europe (LMU Munich, February 19–21, 2025). 
1  Galamb 2023: 33–36, quote at 33; Hofer 1965: 57–419. 
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Capistrano’s correspondence, written between 1418 and 1456, includes more than 

665 letters. The portion examined in this study was produced in the context of his mission 

in Central and Eastern Europe (1451–1456). He began his journey in Vienna and concluded 

it in Hungary, following the missionary aims outlined above. This “grand tour” of 

Capistrano was characterized by his fiery sermons, especially against the Jews and in favor 

of the moral renewal of towns, which left a strong impact on his audiences, as well as by 

anti-Hussite polemics.2 

After the Ottoman conquest of Constantinople in 1453, promoting the crusade 

became a significant addition to Capistrano’s missionary goals. To that end, he 

participated in the Imperial Diets of Frankfurt (1454) and Wiener Neustadt (1455). He 

then set out for Hungary to preach the crusade and personally assist in its organization. 

Arriving in May 1455, he established contacts with John of Hunyadi and other Hungarian 

nobles and, in June 1455, took part in the Diet of Győr, where the campaign against the 

Ottomans was discussed.3 Soon after his arrival, however, it became evident that the 

crusade would not be his sole concern. Parts of southern Hungary and the Serbian-

Hungarian-Bosnian frontier were zones of Catholic–Orthodox conflict. In Transylvania 

and the neighboring areas, efforts to socially exclude the Orthodox had been ongoing 

since the mid-fourteenth century.4 In addition, anti-Catholic violence and murders 

occurred in the western parts of the Serbian Despotate following the expansion of 

Franciscan missions in the mid-15th century.5 

Faced with the perceived Orthodox threat, Capistrano organized a mission aimed at 

their conversion in the southern regions of Hungary (September 1455–early 1456).6 At the 

same time, in Hungary, he met Serbian Despot Đurađ (George) Branković (1427–1456), an 

Orthodox ruler allied with Hungary, who was expected to join the crusading cause. While 

aware of Đurađ’s strategic position, Capistrano was also expected to act as a protector of 

the allegedly persecuted Franciscans in Serbia.7 

From February 1456 onward, Capistrano concentrated his Hungarian mission 

primarily on the anti-Ottoman crusade. His preaching helped to gather a contingent of forces 

that joined the defense of Belgrade from the Ottomans in the summer of 1456, alongside 

the army of John Hunyadi and the Hungarian barons, with additional support from the 

Serbian Despot. Capistrano himself took part in the battle, encouraging the crusader troops 

with his sermons. The battle ended in an Ottoman defeat in July 1456. Shortly afterward, 

Capistrano died in Ilok on October 23, 1456.8 

 
2  Galamb 2023: 35–36, 38; Housley 2004; Elm 2016; Sedda 2025; Sedda 2014. Different aspects of Capistrano’s 

mission in Central and Eastern Europe are examined in the volume Kras and Mixson (eds.) 2018. For the 

strengthening of the Franciscan Observance and the spread of papal policy, see Viallet 2018; Kalous 2018. For 

anti-Jewish and moral preaching, as well as the polemical letters against the Hussites, see Soukup 2018; 

Klaniczay 2018; Zaremska 2018. 
3  Housley 2004: 94–97; Galamb 2023: 36–38. 
4  Daniel 2014: 130–133, 194–195; Magina 2021: 251. 
5  Andrić 2016: 217–218; Antonović 1993: 66. 
6  Hofer 1965: 357–361; Damian 2024: 21–28; Dobrei 2021. 
7  Andrić 2016; Spremić 2005. 
8  Pálosfalvi 2018: 178–181; Housley 2004: 97–107; Hofer 1965: 389–410; Kalić 1967: 127–170. For sources 

in English translation regarding the battle, see Mixson (ed.) 2022. 
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Capistrano’s correspondence regarding the Orthodox has so far been considered in 

studies on particular phenomena, such as his Transylvanian mission,9 relations with the 

Serbian Despot,10 and Serbian-papal relations in the 15th century.11 The recent critical 

edition of the Hungarian correspondence has laid the foundations for further systematic 

research of this type of source.12 Eastern Christianity was identified as one of the three main 

thematic layers of the correspondence, alongside the crusade and the strengthening of 

Franciscan Observance.13 

The main objective of this research is to reveal the narrative and rhetorical 

strategies employed to define the Orthodox within the aforementioned political-religious 

context. Primary sources consist of letters sent and received by Capistrano from June 

1455 to August 1456, grouped in two sets: (1) letters related to the mission in southern 

Hungary14 and (2) letters concerning Despot Đurađ and the Serbian Orthodox.15 Their 

examination allows for an investigation of the correspondents’ exchange of ideas, 

immediate reactions to the religious and political crises, and connection of their rhetoric 

to broader discursive trends in late medieval Latin Christianity.16 Research focused on 

the construction of otherness through derogatory language and framing techniques 

reveals the manners in which issues were presented and shared in communicative 

discourse.17 The theoretical and methodological basis of the research consists of 

historical, discourse, and rhetorical analysis, as well as communication framing theories, 

and historical contextualization.18 

 

 

 
9  Hofer 1965: 357–361; Damian 2009; Daniel 2014: 112–227; Damian 2024: 23. 
10  Andrić 2016. 
11  Antonović 1993: 68–69. 
12  Galamb et al. (eds.) 2023. 
13  Galamb 2023: 60, 62–64. 
14  These include invitation letters to Capistrano from the city authorities of Lipova (September 18, 1455) and the 

provost of Arad church (October 5, 1455); Capistrano’s letters to the barons of Transylvania (Azach (likely 

Hațeg), January 6, 1456), cardinal Juan Carvajal (Pest, February 3, 1456), and letters concerning Orthodox 

bishop John of Caffa to Cardinal Domenico Capranica (Buda, April 15, 1456), and Pope Callixtus III (1455–

1458) (Buda, April 1456); letters from friar Michael Székely to Capistrano (Lipova, February 6, 1456; Lipova, 

February 10, 1456); letters from John Hunyadi to Capistrano (Timișoara, January 18, 1456; Lipova, February 

7, 1456; Lipova, February 8, 1456); a letter from János Geszti, guardian of Tövis monastery to Capistrano 

(March 26, 1456). Galamb et al. (eds.) 2023: 230–231, no. 74, 232–233, no. 76, 259–260, no. 95, 266–268, 

no. 100, 271–276, nos. 102–105, 287, no. 116, 297, no. 128, 314–315, no. 133. 
15  These include four Capistrano’s letters to the pope (Győr, June 21, 1455; Győr, July 4, 1455; Csanád, September 

17, 1455; Stari Slankamen, August 17, 1456), John of Hunyadi’s letter to Capistrano (Dobra, September 8, 

1455) and Pope Callixtus III’s letter to Capistrano (Rome, December 10, 1455). Galamb et al. (eds.) 2023: 177–

180, no. 50, 181–185, no. 52, 215, no. 69, 218–228, no. 72, 244–246, no. 86, 367–373, no. 173. 
16  Further on the importance of medieval letters in investigating complex relations and conceptual perceptions 

in medieval societies, see Høgel and Bartoli 2015; Riehle 2020; Perelman 1988; Šaranac-Stamenković 2022, 

249–252. 
17  Entman 1993, 52–53; Nshom 2024; Collins and Christianson 2024. 
18  For theoretical and methodological basis, and its implementation in medievistics, see Van Dijk 2015; 

Fairclough 1992; Tracy 2005; Kuypers and King 2021; Eisenbeiss and Saurma-Jeltsch (eds.) 2012; Yıldız 

2019; Goetz and Wood (eds.) 2021; Nieto-Isabel and Milian (eds.) 2022. 
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2. Source Analysis 
 

2.1. Letters Related to the Mission in Southern Hungary 

 

The choice of certain terms and labels is the way in which concepts are 

highlighted and made more salient in the communicative discourse.19 In the analyzed 

correspondence, the most frequent terms used to define the Orthodox were “schismatics” 

(scismatici/schismatici)20 and labels directly connoting infidelity, such as “unbelievers” 

(increduli)21 and “infidels” (infideles).22 Christian theology distinguished between 

schism, which denoted ecclesiastical disobedience without necessarily nonorthodox 

teachings, and heresy as a more severe form of apostasy.23 However, this distinction was 

not always obviously made in the high and late Middle Ages.24 Heresy was rather a 

“willful disruption of a saving awareness of God previously shared with others” than a 

strictly defined sum of false teachings.25 Thus, the near-synonymous usage of 

“schismatics” and “heretics” for the Orthodox in the analyzed letters followed the 

established discursive pattern in the Latin West, including Hungary, in which the 

Franciscans were its proponents.26 

The opposition between the concepts of infidelitas (infidelity) and Christianitas 

(Christendom) frequently appears in the letters. Terms Christiani and fides Christianitatis 

were used solely to refer to Catholics.27 This reflects the medieval conceptual framework of 

Christianitas, which was exclusively related to Roman Catholicism.28 Infidelitas referred 

primarily to non-Christians, most commonly Muslims, but also to heretics, carrying the 

connotation of separation from the fideles (i.e., the Catholics).29 In the letters, both the 

Orthodox and Muslims were designated with the term infideles.30 This conceptual framing 

was frequent in contemporary Eastern and Central European discourse in relation to 

 
19  Entman 1993: 51–55. 
20  Galamb et al. (eds.) 2023: 231, no. 74, 233, no. 76, 260, no. 95, 275, no. 105, 298, no. 128, 315, no. 133. 
21  Ibid. 231, no. 74, 266, no. 100. The cited letter from the town representatives of Lipova also mentions pagani 

alongside schismatici and increduli. Ibid. 231, no. 74. Although the Orthodox were occasionally labeled as 

pagans in contemporary Central and Eastern European discourse, unlike the other two terms, pagani does not 

appear elsewhere in Capistrano’s correspondence to designate them. Therefore, it cannot be stated with 

certainty that the term in this case referred to the Orthodox community. On the labeling of the Orthodox as 

pagans in other sources, see Petkov 1995: 172–173, 176–177. 
22  Ibid. 266–267, no. 100, 298, no. 128, 315, no. 133.  
23  Peters 1980: 17; Baker 1972: 1, 17–18. 
24  Baker 1972: 7–9, 41–44. 
25  McGrade 1999: 135. 
26  Neocleous 2019; Daniel 2014: 24–27; Petkov 1995: 172–180, 174–175, 177; Galamb 2002. 
27  “Sed tamen ipsos incredulous nobiscum ducere non possumus, quos nos ad fidem Christianitatis converti 

optaremus.” Galamb et al. (eds.) 2023: 231, no. 74; “Scilicet suis fidelibus Christianis ipsas inhabitantibus 

plurimum defectum patitur et detrimentum, quas nunc vilissimi scismatici pro maiori parte inhabitant, […] 

alios novellos Christianos malis variis ipsorum operibus inficiunt.” Ibid. 233, no. 76. 
28  Berend 2010. 
29  Weltecke 2015. 
30  For the Orthodox, see Galamb et al. (eds.) 2023: 266–267, no. 100, 298, no. 128, 315, no. 133. For the 

Muslims, see Ibid. 178–180, no. 50. 



 

46 

 

religious others.31 In the context of the Ottoman threat on Hungary’s borders, labeling both 

the Turks and Orthodox with identical terms further reinforced a derogatory image of 

Orthodoxy as the opposite of Christendom. 

The term heretici was used in the correspondence both for the Hussites32 and the 

Orthodox.33 Furthermore, the Orthodox were portrayed as heretics by analogy and allusive 

meanings. Capistrano grouped them with the Hussites as the corrupted religious group,34 

and Orthodox bishop John of Caffa was described in terms which clearly implied heresy, 

such as heresiarcha and magister omnium schismatum et haeresum.35 Additionally, 

disobedience to the pope and the Church was ascribed to the Orthodox by Capistrano36 and 

the provost of the Arad church.37 This misconduct was a defining heretical feature in the 

anti-heretical Latin discourse.38 

In his letter to Transylvanian barons, Capistrano labeled the Orthodox churches as 

sinagogas Sathane eorum scismaticorum.39 In medieval inquisitorial rhetoric, the term 

“synagogues of Satan” was used to denote sites of heretical practices, desacralizing them as 

places of Devil worship. Consequently, their churches were typically ordered to be 

demolished.40 This measure is explicitly demonstrated in Capistrano’s letter.41 A similar 

example of justifying violence against the Orthodox appears in friar Michael Székely’s letter 

to Capistrano from February 10, 1456.42 Székely labeled the Orthodox priests as 

pseudopresbyteri, a term typically attributed to heretical priests.43 This term was employed 

in his call for the “rooting out” of these priests to facilitate the conversions. 

Schism-related terminology and heretical framing of non-Catholic groups bear 

similarity to Capistrano’s earlier rhetoric found in anti-Hussite and anti-Jewish 

polemics.44 Moreover, he portrayed the Transylvanian Orthodox as an isolated group, 

outside even the boundaries of Greek Orthodoxy, stating that Orthodox Bishop John 

 
31  Petkov 1995: 175–176; Srodecki 2016: 104; Jenks (ed.) 2018: 458–501, nos. 97–104. 
32  Galamb et al. (eds.) 2023: 259, no. 95. 
33  Ibid. 287, no. 116, 315, no. 133. 
34  “Fidedigna relatione cognovi vos […] pro augmento sancte fidei nostre vehementer ardere, precipue contra 

scismaticos, ideo Walachos et Rascianos et hereticos Hossitas […].” Ibid. 260, no. 95. 
35  Ibid. 298, no. 128, 315, no. 133; Cross and Livingstone (eds.) 1974: 639. 
36  “Non enim ecclesiam Dei, non papam, non Sanctam Sedem Apostolicam quidquam pendebat, sed abscissus 

et alienus effectus.” Galamb et al. (eds.) 2023: 315, no. 133. This quotation relates to Bishop John, previously 

described in the letter as “heresiarch.” Ibid. 315, no. 133. 
37  “[…] quas nunc vilissimi scismatici pro maiori parte inhabitant, qui Deum non timent, nec cognoscunt, et 

proprium dominum naturalem spernunt […].” Ibid. 233, no. 76. 
38  Fudge 2023: 2–4; Ames 2018: 42–44; Galamb 1997: 216–217; Siecienski 2017: 256, 279, 282–283, 290–294. 
39  Ibid. 260, no. 95. 
40  Novotný 2021: 155, 166–167, 186–187, 229; Kras 2020: 258; Radek 2022. 
41  “Nam exemplo magnifici d(omini) Iohanni wayvode […] et aliorum baronum regni Hungarie moveri debetis, 

qui sinagogas Sathane eorum scismaticorum comburi mandaverunt ubique in dominiis suis, querentes quod 

sacerdotes scismatici aut baptizetur aut omnino expellantur.” Galamb et al. (eds.) 2023: 260, no. 95. 
42  “Siquidem nisi ipsi pseudopresbyteri, [et] nov[elli et ant]iqui, [extirpentur, conversio gentis scismatice non 

sortie]tur eff[ectu]m.” Ibid. 275, no. 105. 
43  Souter 1957: 332. 
44  Sedda 2014; Johannes de Capistrano 1858a: 697, 698, 699, et passim. Capistrano explicitly considered any 

non-Catholics to be heretical: “Omnis Judaeus, omnis infidelis gentilis et schismaticus dicuntur heretici.” 

Johannes de Capistrano 1858a: 698. 
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“adhered neither to the Roman nor the Greek rite,”45 and that he consecrated the priests 

“in his own way.”46 In the letter Capistrano received from Arad, Orthodox Christians are 

described as a threat to Catholics, being corruptors of converts labeled as novellos 

Christianos.47 This threat narrative also appears in Michael Székely’s letter, in which he 

complained to Capistrano about the anti-Catholic sermons of the Orthodox archdeacon 

Peter of Hunyad.48 

Calls for repression and forced conversions were particularly characteristic of 

Capistrano’s and Székely’s narrative. When referring to conversions, both friars 

explicitly used the verb baptizo, which implied the actual act of baptism.49 This choice 

of words suggests that the Orthodox may have been subjected to rebaptizing. Referring 

to conversions as actual baptisms reinforced the otherness of the Orthodox, positioning 

them closer to non-Christians than heretics, as heretics were typically received into the 

Church through revocation and reconciliation, without rebaptism.50 Justification of 

violence mostly relied on the traditional Latin anti-heretical discourse, in which violent 

acts were seen as a means of saving heretical souls.51 Capistrano’s letters reflect this by 

describing forced conversions as bringing the Orthodox to the “knowledge of the truth”52 

or “saving [their, I.S.] souls.”53 

While the Transylvanian barons adopted derogatory rhetoric toward the Orthodox in 

communications with Capistrano,54 Székely’s letters reveal their actual reluctance to 

implement the harsh measures advocated by the friars.55 The barons’ repressive actions 

targeted only Bishop John and priests ordained by him, and not the entire Orthodox 

community.56 This suggests that the need for stable subjects ultimately prevailed over 

religious zeal and that Capistrano’s rhetorical strategy had a rather limited effect.57 

 
45  “Hic enim cum multitudine sequacium et complicum suorum neque Romanum neque Graecum ritum tenebat.” 

Galamb et al. (eds.) 2023: 315, no. 133. 
46  “[…] consecrabat Valachos suo modo”. Ibid. 298, no. 128. 
47  “Vilissimi scismatici […] alios novellas Christianos malis variis ipsorum operibus inficiunt et errare cogunt.” 

Ibid. 233, no. 76. 
48  “[…] quoniam et in perti[nentiis] Hwnyad [et Dewa vulgus satis ad conversionem foret inclina]tum, si Petrus 

a[rchidiaconus] presbiterorum Valacho[rum] de [Hwnyad suis sermonibus cauterinis aliter] non suaderet. De 

quo, ut relatu veridico percepi, timentes populi [converti non auderent], po[tius enim ignem …] ut eligant, 

consulit, q[uam] bap[tismum] suscipiant in [forma ecclesie] Ro[ma]ne.” Ibid. 275, no. 105. Recent studies 

suggested that these “archdeacons” hold semi-episcopal status in the Greek-rite communities. Daniel 2014: 156. 
49  Galamb et al. (eds.) 2023: 260, no. 95, 266, no. 100. 
50  Kras 2020: 256–266. 
51  Ames 2020: 482–485; Valodzina 2024. 
52  “[...] pro cognitione veritatis Iesu Christi d(omini) nostri, ad salutem eorum.” Galamb et al. (eds.) 2023: 260, 

no. 95.  
53  “[...] etsi mens mea non nihil amaritudinis tulerit ob fructum salutis animarum, quem sic imperfectum reliqui.” 

Ibid. 266, no. 100. 
54  Ibid. 271–272, no. 102, 274, no. 104. 
55  Ibid. 271–272, no. 102, 275–276, no. 105; Petkov 1995: 178; Damian 2009: 148. After Capistrano’s and 

Hunyadi’s deaths, radical efforts waned, and King Matthias Corvinus (1458–1490) later granted privileges to 

Orthodox communities. Daniel 2014: 113. 
56  Galamb et al. (eds.) 2023: 274, no. 104. 
57  Hunyadi, although undoubtfully dedicated to Catholicism, led thoughtful policy toward the Orthodox 

depending on his interests. Simon 2020; Daniel 2014: 182, 203–204. 
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2.2. Letters Related to the Serbian Orthodox 

 

A significant portion of the Serbian set of letters considers the role of Despot Đurađ 

Branković in contemporary political and religious processes. There were several shifts in 

Capistrano’s way of addressing Branković’s Orthodoxy. Initially, writing from the assembly 

at Győr, he maintained a neutral tone, focusing on coalition-building against the Turks, and 

even expressing sympathies for the Serbian losses in wars against the Ottomans. Capistrano 

acknowledged the despot’s faith without condemnation.58 However, in July and September 

1455, his tone shifted, portraying Branković and the Serbian Orthodox as hostile to 

Catholics and harmful to Christendom. According to Capistrano, the change was caused by 

the reports by Bosnian friars about anti-Catholic Orthodox violence and Branković’s refusal 

to convert to Western Christianity.59 Additionally, the shift coincided with Branković’s 

negotiations with Sultan Mehmed II (1444–1446; 1451–1481) after the failure of crusading 

plans proposed at Győr.60 In a letter from September 17, Capistrano denounced this as 

“peace with the most savage enemy of Christ” and a part of the ongoing “dangers facing the 

Christian Republic.”61 

Following the crusader victory at Belgrade (1456), in which the despot acted as an 

ally, Capistrano’s tone softened again. He described Branković as “the illustrious lord despot 

(who even if he does not accord with our faith, nevertheless […] is with us in coming together 

against the faithless Turks).”62 However, this rhetorical shift does not necessarily indicate a 

change in Capistrano’s theological stance toward Orthodoxy. Notably, the despot was still 

rhetorically isolated as someone who “does not accord with our [Catholic, I.S.] faith.”  

The letter of July 4, 1455, contains the most detailed critique of the Orthodox in the 

entire correspondence, especially its appendix, which consists of eighteen articles on 

Serbian religious “errors.”63 In the first part of the letter, Capistrano listed several 

accusations against Despot Đurađ Branković. He criticized the despot for persisting in 

Orthodox traditions, rebaptizing his granddaughter Elisabeth of Cilli, the fiancée of 

Hunyadi’s son Matthias Corvinus at that time, and for intending to establish monasteries in 

 
58  “[…] despotum Rassiae, qui hic cum his dominis et baronibus anhelat ab eis subsidium et defensionem dominii 

sui, denuncians ipsi despoto et baronibus nefandissimum nominis Christi hostem, Mahometh, Turcarum 

imperatorem occupasse potissimam Rasciae civitatem, Hobordam nomine. […] Despotus autem Rasciae, 

quamvis valde damnificatus sit, obtulit se paraturum decem millia [equitum, I.S.], licet in sua fide perduret.” 

Galamb et al. (eds.) 2023: 178–179, no. 50. 
59  Ibid. 182–183, no. 52; Andrić 2016: 221; Spremić 1994: 454–455. 
60  Spremić 1994: 459. 
61  “[…] post ceteras notifications de periculis Reipublice Christiane nunc insinuo […] quod despotus ille […] 

pacem iniit cum Christi hoste sevissimo Magno Theucro Mahumeth.” Galamb et al. (eds.) 2023: 219, no. 72. 
62  “[…] illustris dominus despotus, qui licet cum nostra fide non concordet, cum intentione tamen vestre 

sanctitati conveniens contra perfidos Turcos nobiscum est.” Ibid. 369, no. 173. English translation was taken 

from Mixson (ed.) 2022: 105, no. 13. According to John of Tagliacozzo’s biography of Capistrano, the friar 

indeed softened his anti-Orthodox rhetoric during the battle of Belgrade. However, this change likely reflected 

his pragmatic need for military cooperation. Andrić 1999: 33; Daniel 2014: 202. 
63  Galamb et al. (eds.) 2023: 182–184, no. 52. It represents a sort of a treatise-letter, which is a form that 

Capistrano frequently used in his anti-Hussite polemics. Soukup 2018. This example complements the others 

noted in Galamb 2023: 48. Similar short anti-heretical treatise-letters, without firm organizing structure, were 

written by other contemporary Franciscans. See Galamb 2002: 43–49. 
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Hungary staffed with “Greek monks” (calogeri Graeci).64 These monks were accused of 

denying the filioque and purgatory, as well as stating that the saints “do not enjoy any glory 

until the Day of Judgment,” and that the damned will not be punished until the Judgment 

Day.65 Moreover, Capistrano disregarded the bull of Pope Nicholas V (1447–1455), which 

confirmed that Branković’s faith aligned with that of the Council of Ferrara-Florence 

(1438–1445), as issued ex non bona informatione.66 

Regarding the portrayal of the Serbian Orthodox community, Capistrano 

predominantly used heretical and schismatic framing, combined with allegations of anti-

Catholic hostility. Serbian Orthodox were labeled as schismatici,67 and were referred to as 

those who “rend and tear to pieces the seamless tunic of our Lord,”68 which served as a 

typical allusion to schism.69 Furthermore, Capistrano asserted that Serbian errors were 

supra-heretical, since they had particularities that were “beyond the heresies of the 

Greeks.”70 As in the Transylvanian correspondence, the term Christiani, or Christianos 

catholicos, was used exclusively to denote Roman Catholics.71 Serbian Orthodoxy, like its 

Transylvanian counterpart, was framed as isolated from Greek Orthodoxy. Folk beliefs, 

such as the notion that “man was once a bear” and the avoidance of certain foods due to 

superstition, were likely cited as markers of cultural deviance.72 

A significant portion of accusations centered on Orthodox hostility toward Catholics, 

such as property seizures, forced baptisms,73 and mocking Catholic rituals and prayers.74 

 
64  Galamb et al. (eds.) 2023: 182, no. 52. On Elisabeth’s alleged rebaptism into Orthodoxy, see Andrić 2016: 

208–209.  
65  “[…] calogeros Graecos, qui omnino dicunt Spiritum Sanctum non procedere scilicet a filio, qui negant 

purgatorium esse, qui inficiantur animas quorumcunque sanctorum nullam gloriam usque ad diem iudicii 

habere, nec animas quorumcunque damnatorum aliquam poenam pati usque ad iudicium, et multa alia.” 

Galamb et al. (eds.) 2023: 183, no. 52. 
66  Ibid. 183, no. 52. Further on the bull, see Stamenović 2023. 
67  Galamb et al. (eds.) 2023: 183, no. 52. 
68  “Non satis aequo animo ferre possum […] discidentes atque dilacerantes tunicam inconsutilem domini nostri 

Jesu Christi […].” Ibid. 181–182, no. 52. 
69  Blumenfeld-Kosinski 2009; Metaxas-Mariatos 1988: 72; Whelan 2014: 513. Pope Pius II (1458–1464) used 

this metaphor in his oration Subjectam esse (Mantua, 1459) to strengthen the thesis that the unity of the Church 

rests upon the Apostolic See in which “the undivided tunic of the Lord is kept” (“hic indiscissa [indivisa, cor. 

M. Cotta-Schønberg] domini tunica custoditur”). Pius PP. II 2024. 
70  The eighteen articles were described as “[…] articuli, in quibus errant Rasciani ultra haereses Graecorum.” 

Galamb et al. (eds.) 2023: 183, no. 52. 
71  “[…] compellunt Christianos aliquas quintas et sextas ferias et nonnulla festa secundum opinionem eorum”; 

“[…] non permittunt Christianos quarta feria vendere nec comedere carnes”; “[…] quando vero quis interficit 

Christianum, duodecim tantum [ferias, I.S.].” Ibid. 183–184, no. 52. 
72  “Dicunt, ursum hominem fuisse, sed de exercitu Pharaonis hominem in ursum conversum, ratione cuius carnes 

ursi non comedunt”; “Non comedunt animalia, nisi prius per ferrum interficiantur; et si gallinas vel aves 

trahendo collum interficiantur, pro vita non comederent. Vel si canis leporem occideret, abiiciunt, impingendo 

Christianis, quod cadavera comedunt, qui huiusmodi comedunt.” Ibid. 184, no. 52. 
73  “Violenter Christianos catholicos arripiunt baptizando eos invitos, qui nollent, quandoque eis auferendo bona, 

et quandoque incarcerando eos.” Ibid. 183, no. 52. 
74  “Derident divina officia nostra”; “Compellunt Christianos catholicos violare ieiunia nostra in vigiliis 

sanctorum et festorum vel quatuor temporum”; “Quod orationes fidelium catholicorum et Romanorum nihil 

eis prosint, et dicunt quod sunt inutiles.” Ibid. 183–184, no. 52. 
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Similar to the Transylvanian set of letters, disrespect and disobedience toward the Roman 

Church were highlighted, alluding to the heretical behavior.75 Orthodox scorn toward the 

Catholic Eucharist was another pattern in Capistrano’s religious othering, previously used 

in his anti-Hussite and anti-Jewish polemics.76 The image of Orthodox hostility was further 

supported by allegations of light Orthodox penances for killing Catholics, which were three 

times lighter than for killing a dog.77 

In the eighth article, Capistrano described the Serbian “baptismal” rite that 

supposedly included an explicit renunciation of the Latin faith, which is not known to other 

sources.78 Just a few articles after, however, Capistrano referred to a well-documented 

Eastern Orthodox baptismal formula.79 This was likely done to contrast it with the Catholic 

practice, as forms of baptismal rites were a point of contention between the two traditions.80 

The rite described in the eighth article may not have been completely fabricated, though. 

The rebaptism of Catholic converts was a frequent practice in Orthodox Christianity, and it 

was criticized by the Catholic theologians.81 The inclusion of an explicit renunciation of the 

Latin faith and Saturday fasting suggests that the described rite may have been performed 

specifically for Catholic converts. However, this still remains a hypothesis, until it can be 

substantiated with evidence from other sources. 

The aim of Capistrano’s critical letter was to strategically urge the pope to “address 

these evils and errors [malis et erroribus]” in order to protect the Catholics, prevent the 

despot from establishing Orthodox monasteries in Hungary, and to reconsider his role as an 

anti-Ottoman ally.82 Doctrinal polemic was of secondary significance, since only five of the 

twenty-two “errors” enumerated in the letter directly address doctrinal issues. The final 

impact of the accusations was limited. John of Hunyadi’s letter to Capistrano (September 8, 

1455) mentions Hunyadi’s ill daughter-in-law, neptis domini despoti Elisabeth, without any 

mention of her rebaptism or derogatory language used.83 Moreover, Pope Callixtus III, 

responding to Capistrano’s letter, valued the Serbian despot solely for his military 

usefulness, and seemed indifferent to Capistrano’s religious concerns.84 

 
75  “Iura ecclesiastica confringunt”; “Sacerdotes eorum dicunt, quod sunt Romani abscissi de fide eorum, et 

Romana fides non est, sed ab eis derivata”; “De obedientia papae nihil curant”; “Indulgentias ecclesiarum et 

papae contemnunt, dicentes, quod haec vera non sunt”; “Contemnunt festa Corporis Christi, et Beatae Virginis 

non tenentes.” Ibid. 184, no. 52. 
76  “Quando portatur sacramentum Eucharistiae ad infirmos, ipsi violenter spernunt, tanquam rem 

abhominabilem, in contemptum fidei catholicae.” Ibid. 183, no. 52. For earlier uses of this pattern, see 

Johannes de Capistrano 1858b: 808–812; Sedda 2014: 145–146, 151–152; Rubin 2004: 120–125. 
77  “Quando quis gattam interficit, pro poenitentia […] ferias sextas; quando interficit canem, triginta sextas 

ferias; quando vero quis interficit christianum, duodecim tantum”. Galamb et al. (eds.) 2023: 184, no. 52. 
78  “Quando […] baptizant, dicunt baptizandis: abrenuntias fidem Latinam? Et ille respondet: abrenuntio. Et illi: 

abrenuntias ieiunium sabbati? Et ille respondet: abrenuntio. Et illi: abrenuntias Petrum Guignani? Et ille 

respondet: abrenuntio.” Ibid. 184, no. 52. Petrus Guignani still remains unidentified. Ibid. 184, note 1. 
79  “Quando baptizant, dicunt: baptizetur servus vel serva Dei in nomine Patris, Amen; in nomine Filii, Amen; in 

nomine Spiritus Sancti, Amen.” Ibid. 184, no. 52. 
80  Avvakumov 2011.  
81  Neocleous 2019: 58–61, 81–82; Kolbaba 2005. 
82  Galamb et al. (eds.) 2023: 182, no. 52.  
83  Ibid. 215, no. 69. 
84  Andrić 2016, 223. The pope wrote: “De despoto autem et futuris [periculis displicent nobis ea, que scribis, sed 
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3. Conclusion 
 

Both sets of letters mostly portray Orthodox Christians as the excluded “enemy-

other” in Christendom, using medieval Latin derogatory terms to depict them as heretical, 

schismatic, socially and culturally deviant, and opposed to Roman Catholic Christianitas. 

Derogatory language and framing played a crucial role in this process by shifting the focus 

away from commonalities with the Orthodox to highlighting their “dangerous” otherness.85 

While the exclusionary language used in both sets of letters was largely similar, its 

strategic deployment varied: the Transylvanian letters, emerging from a position of Catholic 

power, aimed to compel Orthodox conversions and assert dominance, whereas the Serbian 

letters, reflecting Catholic vulnerability, warned of Orthodox hostility. The overall reach of 

this rhetorical othering appeared to be limited and “out of time” in relation to declining anti-

Orthodox discourse in the Latin West.86 At the same time, the analyzed correspondence shows 

that religious conflicts continued to generate exclusionary rhetoric and reinforce Catholic 

identity and Catholic–Orthodox distinctions on a localized scale in the frontier regions. 
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ИГОР СТАМЕНОВИЋ 

Универзитет у Нишу 

Филозофски факултет, Департман за историју 

 

РЕТОРИКА ИСКЉУЧИВАЊА 

И КОНСТРУКЦИЈА ПРАВОСЛАВНЕ ДРУГОСТИ 

У КОРЕСПОНДЕНЦИЈИ ЈОВАНА КАПИСТРАНА 

 

Резиме 

Угарска кореспонденција Јована Капистрана (1455–1456) настала је у контексту 

сложених околноси православно-римокатоличких конфликата на простору јужне Угарске и 

западних делова Српске деспотовине, те превирања на хришћанско-османској граници. 

Православни су у писмима примарно представљени као група позиционирана изван граница 

хришћанства (Christianitas), поистовећеног са римокатоличанством. Искључивање се највећим 

делом остваривало кроз појмове који су наглашавали верску другост, попут scismatici, infideles, 

heresiarcha (за епископа), sinagogas Sathane (за храмове) и др. Употребом датих појмова, 

упоредо са реториком културне и друштвене другости, православни су изједначавани са 

јеретицима и неверницима. У писмима везаним за Српску деспотовину, Капистранов став 

према православљу деспота Ђурђа варирао је упоредо са Ђурђевим променама у антиосманској 

политици. Критике у овој групи писама истицале су, између осталог, насиље православних над 

католицима, непоштовање римског ауторитета, исмејавање католичких традиција и сујеверје. 

Терминологија и реторика обе групе писама већим делом је слична и ослања се на 

латински средњовековни противправославни и јересиолошки дискурс. Међутим, употреба 

искључујуће реторике варирала је у односу на политички контекст, примаоце писама и 

различите позиције моћи римокатолика и православних. У јужној Угарској, где су католици 

били у доминантном положају у односу на православне, конструкција православне другости 

служила је јачању католичког идентитета, истицању доминације и легитимизацији насиља у 

циљу покрштавања православних. У случају Српске деспотовине, реторика другости служила 

је стварању слике рањивости и угрожености католика у већински православној средини, како 

би се придобила папска заштита. Анализирана кореспонденција показује опстајање негативног 

наратива према православнима у пограничним и конфликтним подручјима, упркос његовом 

ширем опадању на латинском Западу након пада Константинопоља (1453) 

Кључне речи: Јован Капистран, јерес, средњовековна писма, 15. век, другост. 
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NADA KLAIĆ AND SIMA ĆIRKOVIĆ ON EARLY MEDIEVAL 

BOSNIA – TWO EXAMPLES OF APPROACHES TO THE ISSUES 
OF THE EARLY HISTORY OF MEDIEVAL BOSNIA 

 
 

Abstract: This article presents the attitudes of two respectable historians, Nada Klaić and Sima 

Ćirković, on the earliest history of medieval Bosnia. Although mutually conflicting to a large extent, 

their attitudes represent a breakthrough in studying Bosnian history but also the history of the Middle 

Ages in the Balkans. Challenging the concepts related to this subject developed during the 19th and 

at the beginning of the 20th century, Klaić’s and Ćirković’s positions faced difficulty reaching not 

only history enthusiasts but also some experts. Sima Ćirković’s approach is analytical, cautious, and 

meticulous, written with the wish to encourage divergent thinking rather than to provoke. He points 

out the problem of researchers’ subjectivity and frequent projections of the present onto the past. Nada 

Klaić’s approach is more polemical and imbued with the need to refute the theories that projected 

modern times onto the past, and in those efforts, she often fell prey to the very errors she tried to 

correct in other people’s work. 

Keywords: Bosnia, Nada Klaić, Sima Ćirković, ethnos, the Middle Ages. 

 
 

 
he question of ethnic character and identity of Bosnia in earlier periods started to 

attract the attention of historians and scholars in other humanities and social 

disciplines only recently. That is, from the time when modern nations developed in 

this territory. The answer to this question, which, in its nature, is much more political and 

contemporary than historical, is not simple. In addition to being difficult to define 

methodologically, unclear and scarce sources represent another obstacle to a more precise 

answer. Regardless of all these difficulties, there have not only been interested amateurs but 

also often educated historians who have readily provided inconclusive answers to this question.  

Historicism was an extremely important element in creating modern national 

consciousness in the territory of the Western Balkans. Modern nationalism–and the politics 

derived from it–was as intertwined with history as much as history, especially the one related 

to the pre-Ottoman medieval period, was intertwined with the needs of national ideologies 

and politics. Consequently, the questions and answers related to the history of medieval 
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Bosnia and especially its ethnic identity were influenced by national identity and political 

needs and often by various prejudices of historians and other participants in these discussions.  

In this paper, we will not deal with a number of historians’ views that can be reduced 

to a simple line of thought on medieval Bosnia as a Serbian, Croatian or Bosniak medieval 

state structure.1 We will consider the thoughts of two respectable historians whose views 

have left a mark only in the narrow circle of specialist historians but have remained without 

a without wider recognition–Nada Klaić, professor at the Faculty of Philosophy in Zagreb, 

and Sima Ćirković, professor at the Faculty of Philosophy in Belgrade. 

For a clearer understanding of their somewhat concordant but largely opposing 

theses, it is necessary to define the term of medieval Bosnia in the territorial sense but also 

to define the term of ethnos in its dynamic meaning. These issues are the ones that both 

scholars agree on.  

They search for the original Bosnia within Porphyrogenitus’s “little land Bosnia,” 

known from the 10th-century historical source titled De administrando imperio. They 

recognize the borders of this original state in the upper and middle course of the Bosna 

River, the areas that gravitate to it, the middle course of the Drina River in the east and the 

upper and middle courses of the Vrbas River in the west. 

The notion of ethnos is seen by both as a dynamic category, with emphasis on the 

various factors which contributed or hindered the processes of ethnic development, such as 

the durability of state formations, the rule of a ruler or dynasty, institutions, and primarily 

estates, linguistic proximity (remoteness), religious traditions of the territory, distinctive 

medieval social structures (Ćirković), that is, dynamic through mixing of different tribes 

which continuously attributed new qualities (Klaić). This is where any similarity in the 

opinions of these two scholars ceases when it comes to the development of Bosnia in the 

early Middle Ages.  

Any cogitation on this subject will face the most important obstacle–very few 

historical sources, even far fewer in comparison to other neighbouring areas in this period. 

Traces of unclear and often contradictory data can be found in the report of the emperor writer 

Constantine Porphyrogenitus, known as De administrando imperio, Chronicle of the Priest of 

Duklja; Annales regni Francorum; and some indirect historical and archaeological sources. 

Constantine Porphyrogenitus speaks of five Serbian territories in the Balkans: 

Pagania, Zahumlje, Travunia, Serbia and Bosnia. There are contradictions in his text. 

Zahumlje, Pagania and Travunia are listed as lands inhabited by the Serbian population but 

also as the territories of separate tribes. Unlike these areas, Bosnia is, as Porphyrogenitus 

 
1  Summarizing the thoughts related to national interpretations of Bosnian medieval past in the sense of Serbian, 

Croatian, and Bosnian medieval exclusivity in that territory, we can reduce them to the following theses:   

- Bosnia as ethnically Serbian territory, which partially lost that character only in the process of Islamization 

at the time of the Ottoman Empire. 

- Bosnia as Croatian land, which only embarked on independent development in the late medieval period. 

- Premises of a separate Bosnian ethnos, related to the emancipation of one of the younger nations in these 

territories, Bosniaks, who saw in those premises, leaning on historical and even more often pseudohistorical 

tools, a means of identity defence against aggressive and older nationalisms of Serbs and Croats. 

On these theories abound with explicit political historicism, see: Lovrenović 1996: 26‒37; Lovrenović 2002: 

60–84. Ekmečić 2021: 268. 
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states, undoubtedly connected to Serbia.2 Confirmation of the connection between Bosnia 

and Serbia is also found in the semi-mythical Chronicle of the Priest of Duklja, which states 

the following when mentioning Serbia and Zagorje:  

 
Serbia, however, which is also called Zagorska, he divided into two provinces: one, which stretches 

westward from the great Drina River to Borova mountain, he called Bosnia, and the other, 

stretching from the same Drina River eastward all the way to the villages of Lipljani and Lab, he 

called Raška.3  

 

Some data relevant to drawing conclusions on early medieval Bosnia is also found 

in the Annales regni Francorum.4 

Nada Klaić formed her unique scholarly work often by opposing the very tradition 

of defending Croatian political needs using various historical constructions.5 In the efforts 

of Croatia to express its statehood within the complex Habsburg monarchy, very important 

political premises оf historical borders on the Drava and Drina rivers and exclusively 

Croatian heritage of Dalmatia impacted the course of historical conclusions on the early 

medieval history during the 19th and part of the 20th century. Even very prominent historians 

such as Franja Rački, Vjekoslav Klaić, Ferdo Šišić and others were led by the political needs 

of the Croatian state, which strived for emancipation within the Habsburg monarchy, and 

they subordinated some of their conclusions to those efforts. A unique character, Nada Klaić 

polemicized with all historical myths in existence, both those in the Croatian public and in 

historiography. In her most important work on the history of Bosnia, Srednjovjekovna 

Bosna: politički položaj bosanskih vladara do Tvrtkove krunidbe (1377. g.)(in English 

Medieval Bosnia: The Political Position of Bosnian rulers up to Tvrtko’s Coronation, 1377), 

speaking of the emergence of the Bosnian state, she stresses the Avar origin of authorities 

not only in that area but also in Carantania, Croatia and probably Serbia.6 Sharply opposing 

the theses of Serbian core and Croatian core, which were dominant in the Western Balkans 

and in a short time integrated all independent communities and areas, she often presented 

original and unorthodox theories on the beginnings of states in the Western Balkans. She 

fiercely opposed the position of Sima Ćirković on the gradual and long-term stratification 

of the Bosnian society, which Ćirković says cannot be tracked but ultimately leads to the 

elevation of župans (chieftains) and their clans “over the mass of free and equal Slavs” and 

imposition of “their authority on the surrounding territories”. Referring to the fact that the 

title of ban, which is mentioned in Croatia and Bosnia, is Avar in origin, she draws the 

conclusion that Bosnia must have been an Avar banovina and then grew into an independent 

 
2  Maksimović 1959; Moravcsik 1967. Famous work by Constantine Porphyrogenitus is the subject of a number 

of papers. The most significant source on the history of these areas is Ostrogorski 1948: 24–29. For a list of 

more recent scientific literature, see Živković 2010: 161–180 and Živković 2012: 313–332. 
3  Gesta regum Sclavorum 2009: 59. 
4  Annales regni Francorum 1895: 158: “Exercitus de Italia propter Liudewiticum bellum conficiendum in 

Pannoniam missus est, ad cuius adventum Liudewitus Siscia civitate relicta ad Sorabos, quae natio magnam 

Dalmatiae partem optinere dicitur, fugiendo se contulit et uno ex ducibus eorum, a quo receptus est, per dolum 

interfecto civitatem eius in suam redegit dicionem.” 
5  For more details on the scholarly work of Nada Klaić, see Galović‒Aličić 2014. 
6  Klaić 1994: 11–12. 
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state organisation after the fall of the Avar Khaganate at the beginning of the 9th century. 

Believing that Serbian and Croatian migration into the Balkans did not take place in the 7 th 

and 8th century, she emphasises that: 

 
We no longer… need to wander about the nature of the relationship between the Avar-Slavs and 

Croats or Serbs, but rather about the nature of the position Slavs held in the Avar-Slavic community 

and how the Avar-Slavic relationship developed until the end of the 8th century, when the Avar 

Khaganate disappeared in the Frankish-Avar wars.7  

 

Referring to the conclusions of Kronsteiner on Avar-Slavic symbiosis in the Alps, 

Nada Klaić reaches a logical conclusion that in the course of two hundred years there had 

to have been such an influence in Bosnia too.8 She also accepts the thesis that Croats were 

Avar-Slavic warrior cast that spoke a Slavic language.9 

Thus, she draws the definitive conclusion that:  

 
Bosnian lands – I deliberately speak in plural – in the Avar period also have their own organisation of 

government like all other Slavs who found themselves within the Avar empire. In other words, this means 

that they had Avar bans and župans, whose existence, naturally, cannot be doubted. And just as Avar 

župans became rulers in Raška at some point, so has the title of the former Avar most dignified official 

continued to serve Bosnian rulers as the title of ruler up to Tvrtko’s coronation in 1377.10 

 

The problem with this very interesting hypothesis is that the few historical sources 

available do not confirm it. This, however, was not an obstacle for Nada Klaić, who in her 

methodological processing sometimes uses methods that she consistently criticizes when 

they are employed by ‘patriotic’ historians.11 Historical sources that do not suit her thesis 

she rejects as forgeries or interprets them in a methodologically incorrect manner, 

accompanied by highly imaginative interpretations. While we can accept part of her 

argumentation for rejecting the work of Constantine Porphyrogenitus and the Chronicle of 

the Priest of Duklja as deliberate and partly accidental forgeries, her interpretation of a short 

statement in Annales regni Francorum is an example of unjust distortion of facts in order 

to confirm a thesis set beforehand that ethnic Serbs (whoever they may be at that moment) 

are not found west of the Drina, and, criticizing Ćirković, she states:  

 
‘But these inept 'projections' about Bosnia as Serbian are as valuable as Šišić’s attempts at 

proving Bosnia to be Croatian. Oh, Ćirković will not take into account that the Serbs the 

Frankish chronicler is referring to are today's Serbs along the famous centuries-old Una route, 

which not only formed a separate Croatian parish in the Middle Ages, but also exists in the same 

place to this day!12 

 

 It would suffice to read a record from 822 in the Annales regni Francorum to notice 

 
7  Klaić 1994: 22. 
8  Kronsteiner 1978: 137–157. 
9  Klaić 1994: 24–25. 
10  Ibid. 26–27. 
11  For more details on the specific characteristics of Nada Klaić’s scholarly work, see Budak 2014: 113–131. 
12  Klaić 1994: 10. 
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inevitably how methodologically problematic her interpretation is, since this source, which 

annuls her thesis of а unique Bosnia where there are no Serbs and Croats, she could not 

declare a forgery. 

Regardless of the significant objections to her interpretation of historical sources, 

her theses are certainly inspirational due to their comprehensive and interdisciplinary 

historical, philological and sociological approach to the problem of the early Middle Ages 

in the territory of the Western Balkans and Pannonia. A number of historians, especially in 

Croatia, partially introduced elements of her methodology into their works. 

Different in character, Sima Ćirković approached this problem level-headed. Believing 

that it was largely introduced from modern times and not overly important to medieval people, 

he concentrates on the historical sources themselves. Evaluating them, Ćirković attempts to 

introduce them into the appropriate relations by analyzing the frames of mind, which set out 

from the same facts and lead to different conclusions in modern historiography. 

Speaking about historical disputes and prejudices, Ćirković says:  

 
It appears that the most numerous and most stubborn ones originate in old disputes on what is 

whose. For their overcoming it is not as necessary to question the cognitive tools we use as it is to 

apply traditional historical critique which was developed in the period of positivist orientation. 

Refining the chronology only leads to the elimination of anachronisms, to the balanced perception 

of discontinuity, equally as of continuity, while the broadening of horizons brings into balance the 

observation of what is inside the borders of ‘own’ and the part of the world which remains outside 

that, often imaginary border. Consistent application of such criticality will disperse or reduce to 

true measure many a dispute.13 

 

Insisting on critical methodology, Ćirković emphasizes that it is not to be understood 

only in the positivist sense of comparing historical sources and verifying their authenticity 

and credibility. These questions have already been resolved rather successfully by the 

historical science in these regions. Within the critical approach, one should examine and verify 

“the general cognitive tools utilized and the framework within which the reconstruction of the 

past took place.” The essence of the critical approach is not so much in problematizing and 

reevaluating the results of the previous generations of historians as it is in recognizing whether 

those results were limited by “the general ideas of the time in which these historians created 

and ideologies which, most often unintentionally, steered their thinking.”14 

Older generations of historians examined individual aspects and partial processes of 

historical development according to the highest methodological standards of the historical 

science, but in reconstructing larger wholes, such as, for example, national histories. 

 
preconception of nations … directed research and did not change or adjust in accordance with the 

progress of empirical research. This is why, on the basis of the same source materials and carefully 

determined details, it was possible to reach very different reconstructions of the whole.15 

 

Challenging the static notion of ethnic community (tribe, people, nation) whose 

 
13  Ćirković 2008: 3. 
14  Ibid. 2–3. 
15  Ibid. 3. 
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shared identity characteristics are passed down through generations, not only on the subject 

of Bosnian but also all other medieval topics, Ćirković puts forward the contrary notion that:  

 
Tribes, peoples, nations, are simply social communities that, like a bond, are held together by the 

awareness of belonging to the same community. And this awareness springs from various 

circumstances: ruled by the same authority, sharing the same beliefs and customs, and common 

symbols, and accompanied by a perception of the differences that separate them from members of 

other such groups. If such a concept is appropriate, then genealogy plays a minor role. 

Incomparably greater is the role of changes in social structure and culture, on which the nature of 

the aforementioned bonds depends, which ensure cohesion in a social group.16  

 

Although older generations of researchers felt that there were differences between 

epochs and generations, they believed that they did not pose a threat to identity and that, 

  
‘They do not tamper with the essence, which remains the same.’ The tacit assumption that Serbs, 

taken as an example, both in the 9th and 19th centuries, represent parts of the same whole, has far-

reaching consequences for historical opinion also because it postulates staticity that makes it 

impossible to see the magnitude and depth of changes that have occurred over time.17 

 

In the example of the most important source for early medieval history of the Western 

Balkans, De administrando imperio, Ćirković points out the problem of interpretation using 

the instance of the early medieval border between Serbs and Croats. Here, Ćirković stresses, 

there is an explicitly stated border between them:  

 
On the Cetina, and circumstantially it can be concluded that it stretched east of the Croatian 

parishes of Imota, Pliva and Livno. The Serbian tribe settled eastward to the city of Ras (near 

present-day Novi Pazar), which in the second half of the 9th century was located on the border 

between what was then Bulgaria and Serbia.18 

 

Speaking about how this historical source should be interpreted, Ćirković says: 

 
It would be natural for the emperor's statements to be interpreted in the context of what preceded 

and what was contemporary with the events. It so happened, however, that the data from these 

accounts were often limited to what followed, implying the identity of the tribes over thousands 

of years, as a result of which boundary stones of the territorial arrangement of the tribes from the 

7th to the 10th centuries were sought and found in those that separate the 19th and 20th century 

national territories, which were fought over and agreed upon. The tacit equating of tribe members 

from the era of the Slavic migrations with members of the Serbian nation in the 19 th century 

prevents us from seeing and realistically assessing the major changes with far-reaching 

consequences that have occurred in the same area in the meantime.19  

 

Ćirković also interprets the early history of Bosnia in the same context, emphasizing 

its separate organisation and structure, estate (sabor) general and dynasty, as well as a 

 
16  Ćirković 2008: 3. 
17  Ibid. 
18  Ibid.  
19  Ibid. 4. 
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specific ‘Bosnian Church’ with an authentic interpretation of Christianity. He states the 

necessity to: 

 
Remind ourselves of the disintegration and collapse of that state and the creation of the 

administrative units of the Ottoman Empire; a fundamental change in religious relations, a large-

scale movement of the population through emigration from that area and immigration to that area. 

Ignoring the changes and their consequences acted as a message that the people do not change, 

regardless of everything that happens to them and around them. This belief could not be shaken 

even by experiences from the real world, in which, not only at the level of families, but also of 

smaller groups, especially in migrations, ethnicity changes over the course of two to three 

generations. The consequence of the dogma of immutability was the fact that all state creations of 

previous periods were tacitly attributed the character of a nation-state, at least in the embryonic 

stage, even though research revealed that ethnic levelling and homogenization within a vast 

territory were relatively new phenomena.20 

 

Ćirković notes that as the circumstances in the Balkans changed:  

 
Ethnic groups with new characteristics emerged, often more stable and permanent, but also 

unfinished ones, open to further changes and adaptations. Just as the tacit use of identity blurred 

the view and prevented a realistic perception of the dynamics of ethnic development, it also 

hindered understanding the complexity of these processes, recognizing their main components.21 

 

According to Ćirković, it was not until the 13th century that church circumstances, 

nowadays so important for ethnic identification in the Western Balkans, start to gain 

importance in defining identity. He quite clearly notices that: 

 
From the point of view of ethnic development, the differences between churches in the basic points 

of their teachings are not so important, but what is important is the cultural differences that 

accompanied the confessions. The tacit acceptance of the idea that nation is a natural creation that 

does not change in essence prevented the processes of merging and separation inevitable in the 

development of an ethnic community from being noticed and evaluated in accordance with their 

significance.22 

 

Speaking about how important the religious component has become since then in the 

process of assimilation and apostasy, Ćirković indicates that the purpose of the research is 

not to make a balance sheet of national profit and loss: 

 
But instead to demonstrate how unrealistic it is to tacitly operate with ethnic unity and purity, 

preserved through the centuries. The deeply rooted belief in the folk spirit, inherited from 

Romanticism and maintained through heritage and transmission through folk culture, prevented 

the question of the bonds and cohesive forces that hold an ethnic group together from being raised 

and discussed. First of all, the question arises as to whether it is possible for these bonds to be 

equal in the Middle Ages and the 19th century, in such significantly different socio-economic 

conditions and cultures?23 

 
20  Ćirković 2008: 4. 
21  Ibid. 
22  Ibid. 7. 
23  Ibid. 7. 



 

64 

 

Commenting on the events that largely influenced the identity fractures of more 

lasting significance, Ćirković lists several important events mostly related to 

Christianization but also to the development of certain state institutions, assemblies (sabor) 

and the sacral legitimization of ruling dynasties. 

 
In the Serbian case, several turning points can be distinguished. One is certainly the adoption of 

Christianity, when the Serbs, like other Christianized peoples, had to fundamentally change their 

attitude toward pagan deities and the ties of the earthly hierarchy to them.24 

These differences, which remained permanent and gradually became deeper, overcame and 

nullified the differences between the tribes that participated in the migrations. Along with the 

characteristics acquired on the Balkan Peninsula under the auspices of the Roman Empire and the 

Patriarchate of Constantinople, life in Christianity and its increasingly complete acceptance and 

development created the conditions for the emergence of unique traits specific only to Serbs. They 

appear relatively late, only from the end of the 12th and beginning of the 13th century, and in 

connection with the dynastic ideology of the ruling house that was then consolidating its power. 

The source of these ideas was to be found in the opposition to the universalism of the Byzantine 

emperors by emphasizing immediacy in the relationship with God.25 

‘By creating a special Serbian tradition as an extension of the general Orthodox tradition, the 

area of the autocephalous archbishopric acquired an ethnic identity which it would preserve in 

later centuries, when there was no state, no powerful protectors, and no support from the 

authorities. During the Ottoman period, this ideology could not be developed or supplemented, 

but its essence was preserved and transmitted in an impoverished form–as part of regular church 

life. In this way, a part of history remained permanently in consciousness as an important element 

of Serbian identity.26 

 

According to Ćirković, specifics of the emergence of the identity foundations on 

which the nations of the Western Balkans would be created in the 18th and 19th centuries 

will lead to: 

 
Being trapped in the shell of one's own nation and isolated from others resulted not only in the 

application of double standards, which was already opposed by positivism in 19 th-century 

historiography, but also in an unrealistic view of relations with neighbours and other nations. 27 

In the case of Serbs and Croats, the repertoire of such topics was particularly enriched by the 

mutual effort to demarcate the boundaries, which started after they became familiar with each 

other. Clarifying the relations between the two peoples is more susceptible to exploitation for 

political purposes than to the reconstruction of the whole. In our case, this is best reflected in the 

long oscillation between assumed unity and fundamental division. Historically, the arguments of 

those who advocate either of the opposing views have played an equally significant role. The 

perception of relations between nations has always been influenced by numerous popular 

representations of the past, partial, fragmentary, located in the most diverse ‘places of memory’. 

What they all have in common is a disregard for accuracy, chronology, discontinuity, and a lack 

of concern for historical context. Anachronism is their essential characteristic–everything is 

viewed from the perspective of the present; the ideas that were current at the time of the 

emergence of such collective ideas about history are transferred to all epochs. A significant part 

of the aforementioned disputes originates from a kind of overriding of history, the conscious or 

 
24  Ćirković 2008: 7. 
25  Ibid. 8. 
26  Ibid. 9. 
27  Ibid. 
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unconscious erasure of the differences between the time in which one is speaking and the time 

about which one is speaking.28 

 

Consciously trying to avoid the traps of projecting modern national determinants into 

the far past, Ćirković steers clear of hypothesising. In principle, what Ćirković presents on 

the early history of Bosnia is only what the sources offer and what they are in agreement 

on. He states facts brought to us by the three main sources: Serbs live in Bosnia: 

 
Exercitus de Italia propter Liudewiticum bellum conficiendum in Pannoniams missus est, ad cuius 

ad ventum Liudewitus Sisciau civitate relicta ad Sorabos, quae natio magnam Dalmatiae partem 

optinere dicitur, fugiendo se contulit et uno ex ducibus eorum, a quo receptus est, pei dolum 

interfecto civitatem eius in suam redegit dicionem (Annales regni Francorum).29  

Croatia borders Serbia on the Cetina and Livno (Constantine Porphyrogenitus).30  

Serbia, however, which is also called Zagorje, he divided into two provinces, one of which 

stretches from the great Drina River westward to the mountains of Pina; this one he also named 

Bosnia, and the other encompasses the territory from the aforementioned Drina River eastward to 

Lupia and Lake Skadar; this one he named  Raška (Chronicle of the Priest of Duklja).31  

 

This is where all stories of the beginning of Bosnia end. In Ćirković’s still unsurpassed 

work Istorija srednjovekovne bosanske države (in English History of the Medieval Bosnian 

State), six pages are dedicated to this early period, as opposed to the work of Nada Klaić, who 

dedicates twenty-four pages of her monograph to this subject.32 With no desire to deal with 

the questions that are certainly interesting but cannot be answered outside pure hypothesising, 

Ćirković is only interested in subsequent events, among others, also in the question of the new 

individuality of Bosnia, which he places in the period between the 12th and mid-14th century. 

Remaining contemplative in the face of this problem, Ćirković points out that:  

 
Some things are very difficult to clarify due to the scarcity of sources. Among the obscurities is 

the question of the influence of the Bosnian state framework, the nobility estate, the idea of the 

crown and the kingdom on the formation of the awareness of individuality manifested in the 

name Bosniaks, ‘good Bosniaks’ for the subjects of the Bosnian rulers, regardless of the region 

they came from.33  

 

Speaking of the influence of the Bogomil church and specific religious 

circumstances on the broader acceptance of Islam in the early Ottoman period, Ćirković 

notes that this influence could have been only circumstantial…34 

These attitudes of Sima Ćirković were in collision with the widespread belief of the 

Serbian public about the ethnically Serbian Bosnia, which was partially Islamized with the 

arrival of the Ottomans.35 Although Serbian medieval historiography today no longer has 

 
28  Ćirković 2008: 9–10. 
29  Annales regni Francorum 1895: 158. 
30  Maksimović 1959: 35. 
31  Gesta regum Sclavorum 1959: 59. 
32  Ćirković 1964: 37–43. 
33  Ćirković 2020: 79 and 219. 
34  Ćirković 1997: 239. 
35  Compare Ekmečić 2021: 146, who states that Muslims became a majority in Bosnia after the Great Turkish 
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any dilemma on the different paths that Raška and Bosnia departed on since the end of the 

12th century, as soon as one leaves that narrow scientific circle, the concept of the 

Islamization of Serbian Bosnia during the Ottoman period as the main cause of present-day 

national divisions becomes dominant.  

In the course of his work, Sima Ćirković has also had to face obstacles primarily 

related to the mythical notions of the Ottoman period, which blurred many a thing related 

to the medieval period, among others also the early and late period of Bosnian history. In 

the territory of modern Bosnia and Herzegovina at the beginning of the 20 th century, Serbs 

constituted almost half of the population. The Serbian public was not ready to accept any 

interpretation of the past of that area outside the Serbian framework and partial Islamization 

of that population. Any other opinion, even if it had not been contested, was pushed out to 

the margins of public discourse. 

Since it was impossible then, just as it is impossible now, to enter into a corroborated 

discussion with the stances of Sima Ćirković, due to the widespread unscientific notions of 

medieval Bosnia, only a narrow circle of specialist historians is familiar with them today, 

while they remain unknown to the broader public.36 

Similar problems also arise from the historical contribution of Nada Klaić. Although 

she is today acknowledged for her role in re-examining older historical sources and 

dispelling many myths related to the political use of Croatian historiography, some 

historians notice that her book on medieval Bosnia has become a ‘breviary’ of Bosniak 

political unitarianism, regardless of that not being her intention.37 

The views of these two scholars have influenced medievalist historians significantly, 

but they have not been received in the broader public, chiefly due to the mythical historicism 

as the essential part of national ideologies in these areas, but also due to the lack of 

understanding of the dynamics in the development of ethnic communities. 
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НАДА КЛАИЋ И СИМА ЋИРКОВИЋ 

О РАНОСРЕДЊОВЕКОВНОЈ БОСНИ – ДВА ПРИМЕРА ПРИСТУПА 

ПИТАЊИМА РАНЕ ИСТОРИЈЕ СРЕДЊОВЕКОВНЕ БОСНЕ 

 

Резиме 

Питање етничког карактера Босне у средњовековном периоду почело је да привлачи 

пажњу историчара и других научника тек у новије време у периоду стварања модерних нација. 

У раду се износе размишљања двоје угледних историчара Наде Клаић и Симе Ћирковића о 

овом питању. Њихови ставови мада у много чему међусобно супротстављени представљају 

продор у проучавању историје Босне али и историје средњег века на Балкану. У много чему 

супротсављени концептима о овој теми који су се развили током XIX и почетком XX века 

њихови ставови тешко су налазили пут не само до љубитеља прошлости већ и дела стручњака. 

Приступ Симе Ћирковића је аналитичан и опрезан, акрибичан, писан са жељом да подстакне 

на друкчије размишљање пре него да провоцира. Он указује на проблем субјективности 

истраживача и честе пројекције садашњости у прошла раздобља.  Нада Клаић је више 

полемична и прожета потребом да сруши теорије које су модерно доба пројектовале у 

прошлост, често у тој борби западајући у грешке које је код других покушавала да исправи. 

Погледи ових двоје научних радника оставили су значајан утицај у ужим круговима научника 

медиевалиста али нису имали рецепцију у широј јавности првенствено због митског 

историцизма као суштинског дела националних идеологија на овим просторима. 

Кључне речи: Босна, Нада Клаић, Сима Ћирковић, етноси, средњи век. 
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EDUCATIONAL CAPITAL, FAMILY BACKGROUND 
AND SOCIAL POSITIONING IN MID-19th CENTURY SERBIA 

 
 

Abstract: This paper explores different pathways to higher education in mid-19th-century Serbia 

and its role in upward social mobility. It compares representatives of two groups: students from modest 

backgrounds who earned European university degrees through state scholarships and the sons of 

prominent figures whose education was funded by family resources. Focusing on Radivoje Milojković 

and Jevrem Grujić from the first group, and the sons of Vuk Karadžić and Ilija Garašanin from the 

second, the analysis shows that educational capital often outweighed family background as a driver 

of mobility. It also traces the mid-century shift in societal attitudes toward children’s education, 

reflecting the broader transition from traditional to modern structures. 

Keywords: educational capital, family background, family networks, society, students, elites, 

19th-century Serbia. 

 
 

 
he scarcity of educated citizens was one of the first challenges confronting the 

Serbian state after gaining autonomy in 1830. Throughout the 19th century, 

considerable effort was devoted to developing a nationwide school network, 

expanding the teaching corps, and increasing enrolment. This was a difficult task not only 

because of the shortage of resources and qualified personnel, but also due to prevailing 

social conditions–above all, the dominance of extensive agriculture, which required little, 

if any, formal education. Even when compulsory schooling was finally introduced in 1882, 

its implementation proved a constant struggle. As one contemporary observed, “elementary 

education could no longer be left to parental discretion, nor reduced to something 

resembling military mobilization or compulsory unpaid labor.”1  

According to John Caldwell’s wealth flows theory, a central difference between 

traditional and modern societies lies in the direction of intergenerational transfers: In 

traditional societies, resources flow from children to parents, whereas in modern ones they 

 
1  Cited in Ilić Rajković 2021: 53. 
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flow from parents to children.2 In agrarian, subsistence-based economies such as 19th-

century Serbia, children contributed to the household’s livelihood based on their age and 

abilities, and their labor often outweighed the costs of raising them. This economic pattern 

encouraged high fertility and left parents with limited motivation to invest in formal 

schooling. Low social mobility and high child mortality in the pre-transitional demographic 

phase further discouraged such investment.  

In modern societies, the flow is reversed: Parents invest in their children’s education 

rather than relying on their labor. This shift is driven not only by the introduction of 

compulsory primary education but also by broader economic and social transformations that 

encourage parents to view schooling as a path to social mobility and economic security. 

Investing in children’s education in modern societies is thus motivated by both obligation 

and opportunity, as it opens prospects for social advancement and material well-being.3 

Nevertheless, educational capital4 was neither the sole nor an unconditional driver of 

advancement; as this paper aims to show, it was closely intertwined with other factors, such 

as family background and networks.  

In the first decades of the 19th century, educational opportunities in Serbia were 

limited, and parental motivation to educate children was low, not only among the wider 

population but also within the ruling family. Prince Miloš Obrenović himself was illiterate, 

as were most members of his entourage. Despite holding the hereditary title of prince since 

1817, his sons and heirs to the throne did not receive an education befitting their status. An 

employee of the government noted in 1837 that the prince’s eldest son had mastered only 

basic reading and writing in Serbian and had received minimal instruction in French, with 

almost no knowledge of other subjects. Even such limited learning was considered sufficient 

by the prince at the time.5 The sons of other high-ranking figures were similarly 

undereducated. For example, Toma Vučić Perišić’s son became an artisan specializing in 

sheepskin coats, while Mileta Radojković’s son worked as a tailor and merchant.6 

With the establishment of the national state administration, the shortage of highly 

trained personnel was initially addressed by “importing” educated Serbs from the 

neighboring Habsburg Monarchy. The attainment of autonomous status within the Ottoman 

Empire opened the way for organized efforts in education. As the demand for skilled civil 

servants grew and could not yet be met by domestic schools, the state began sending 

undergraduates abroad for further study from 1839 onward. According to the needs of the 

state apparatus, most were directed toward law, political economy, mining, and military 

sciences. Candidates were selected primarily based on their academic achievements and the 

modest financial means of their families.7  

 
2  Due to increasingly higher costs of investing in children, the fertility rate decreases in modern societies, see 

Caldwell 1976: 321–366; 2005: 721–740. 
3  Ibid. 
4  Educational capital can be understood as a specific form of institutionalized cultural capital—officially 

recognized knowledge and qualifications that legitimize social status and facilitate upward mobility. The term 

is often linked to Pierre Bourdieu even though he did not use it explicitly, Sullivan 2001: 893–912. 
5  Ljušić 1988: 323–324. 
6  Sabrana dela Vuka Karadžića XV, 1969: 210–211. 
7  Milićević 2002: 32–33; Popović 2017: 60, 66. 
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Before departing, state scholarship holders completed their education at Serbian 

institutions, notably the grammar school and, from the early 1840s, the Lyceum. Many had 

already spent several years in government service, and most took the initiative themselves 

by petitioning the relevant minister to allow them to study abroad. At the time of departure, 

they were typically over twenty years old. In an era when state policy on sending students 

to European universities was still taking shape, such personal initiative by young, ambitious 

civil servants often played a decisive role in shaping their professional careers.8 

Completion of the school system in Serbia (primary school, grammar school, and 

later, the Lyceum) was a prerequisite for obtaining a state scholarship. As primary education 

was neither compulsory nor widely available, children’s schooling largely depended on the 

will and means of their parents. In many cases, parents hired and paid private teachers. 

Owing to the high costs of education and the ongoing need for children’s labor in the 

household, most families, if they chose to educate any of their children, sent only one child 

to school. A paradigmatic example is Radivoje Milojković, one of the most prominent 

politicians of the second half of the 19th century. Born into a village merchant’s family as 

one of six children (four sons and two daughters), he was the only one his father sent to 

school. Education enabled him to rise to the highest state offices, while his siblings, denied 

such an opportunity, were doomed from childhood to remain peasants. A similar case is that 

of Jevrem Grujić, who recorded the following about his enrolment in school: 

 
It was said that, since its founding, Darosava [his native village] had not produced a single priest, 

civil servant, or even a schoolboy. It was therefore remarkable that now [1836] four boys from the 

village were already attending school at the same time. People began to say that I would be the 

fifth, as priest Nikola often remarked that it would be good if our family, too, gave a schoolboy.9 

 

Scholarship holders typically received their primary education thanks to their 

parents’ initiative, yet parental influence rarely extended to the decision to study abroad. 

Radivoje Milojković’s case is again illustrative. Having completed the Serbian school 

system, he spent three years in state service before, at the age of 24, petitioning the minister 

of education to be sent abroad for university studies. After securing the scholarship, he 

returned to his native village to greet his family and, in keeping with patriarchal custom, to 

formally seek his mother’s opinion and consent (his father having passed away in the 

meantime). Her reply reveals both the limits of parental involvement and the recognition of 

individual agency in such decisions: “My son, you are wiser than us. If you believe it will 

be good for you, then go; if you believe it will not, then don’t.”10 

A similar scene unfolded in the family home of Jevrem Grujić. Upon being awarded 

a state scholarship, he too returned to his village to bid farewell to his family:  

 
My brothers and father were pleased, but my mother was taken aback. She did not know whether 

to pity me. Still, she asked if I was being forced to go. When I replied that it had been my request, 

and that many would gladly be in my place, she seemed neither very sad nor particularly joyful.11  

 
8  Milićević 2002: 32–33; Popović 2017: 60, 66. 
9  Pavković 1992: 58–59. 
10  Vuletić, Trgovčević 2003: 70. 
11  Pavković 1992: 105. 
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Scholarship recipients were provided with funds covering basic study expenses, while 

their academic progress and financial expenditures were monitored by designated government 

officials. Nonetheless, neither the Ministry of Education nor the State Council maintained 

clearly defined guidelines regarding study programs or required diplomas. The interaction 

between the state and scholars was intensive, and the scholars showed remarkable initiative, 

proposing and requesting that the government allow them to choose or change their fields of 

study as well as the country in which they studied.12 Some sources note that Jovan Ristić–

another recipient of a state scholarship who came from a poor family–was initially expected to 

study at the Kiev Theological Academy in preparation for a clerical career, but he declined and, 

in 1849, applied to study in Germany, pointing out that the government had not yet sent anyone 

to study history and that it was essential for someone to engage systematically with sources for 

Serbian history. His petition was approved.13 Most scholarship holders were enrolled at 

universities in Germany and France, often seeking experience within both academic traditions. 

For instance, Jevrem Grujić initially studied administrative law at Heidelberg, and two years 

later, petitioned the Ministry of Education to continue his studies in Paris, stating that the French 

capital had the best department of administrative law in Europe. Similarly, Jovan Ristić, 

originally sent to Berlin to study history, later requested transfers to Heidelberg, then Paris, and 

finally Prague, highlighting the advantages of each university and the benefits that studying in 

these academic centers would bring. The Ministry granted these requests as well.14  

In the early 1840s, the Serbian government appointed Vuk Karadžić to oversee the 

progress of scholarship recipients, a role subsequently assumed by other civil servants in 

the following years. In his report to the Ministry, Vuk pointed out what he considered their 

excessive independence of thought: “They think they are not pupils or children who need 

to be told how to behave, but rather former officials and gentlemen who already know it 

themselves.”15 One of them, Stojan Jovanović Cukić, emphasized the same attitude in his 

own correspondence with the Ministry: “I, being already in mature years, know well how 

to distinguish good from evil and what I ought to do.”16 Aside from their academic progress, 

which was supervised by state officials, the scholars were largely left to manage their daily 

lives independently, relying mostly on their fellow students.17 Their scholarships barely 

covered a modest standard of living. Reflecting on his student years, Jevrem Grujić recalled 

that heating was a luxury, and he often had to bundle up in all his clothes or take brisk walks 

to keep warm.18 Despite material hardships, their thirst for new experiences remained 

undiminished. As Grujić wrote, “All the deprivation I suffered did not smother my desire to 

observe things that are not often seen.”19 

 
12  This is particularly evident in the extensive diary notes that Dimitrije Matić left about his student days, as well 

as about the lives of his Serbian peers at European universities, see Matić 1974. 
13  Radović 2023: 58. 
14  Pavlović 1986: 191; Radović 2023: 58; Radović 2024: 141. A similar request by Dimitrije Matić was also 

approved, while that of Stojan Jovanović Cukić was rejected, Matić 1974: 96–97; Popović 2017: 67; Bataković 

1997: 73–95. 
15  Cited in Popović 2017: 65. 
16  Ibid., 66. 
17  More about this in Matić: 1974. 
18  Pavković 1992: 108–109, 122.  
19  Ibid., 108. 
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During his studies in Paris, he visited exhibitions at the Louvre, travelled across 

France to deepen his knowledge of the country, and even managed to spend a week in 

London on his modest savings.20 The Serbian government occasionally involved scholars 

in tasks such as acquiring books for libraries and conducting archival research. Moreover, 

many scholars took personal initiative in activities they believed would benefit their 

homeland, such as writing brochures in French and German about Serbia and the Serbian 

people to introduce them to a wider European audience.21  

As the first state-funded students were sent abroad, senior civil servants and, soon 

after, wealthy merchants also began sending their children to European universities. This 

growing focus on education marked the early stages of a broader shift from traditional to 

modern societal structures, with social advancement and schooling reinforcing each other: 

Society needed educated individuals, and education, in turn, fueled further development. 

This process gradually made education a key driver of social mobility and a central 

mechanism for both individual advancement and the emergence of a modern elite. 

One of the first civil servants to send his son abroad for studies was Jakov Jakšić, 

the longtime treasurer of Prince Miloš. His son Vladimir later recalled that his father 

originally steered him toward a career in commerce, which he considered not only more 

profitable but also less stressful than civil service. The return of the first scholarship holders 

from Vienna and Paris in autumn 1842, including their relative, Dimitrije Crnobarac, 

changed his father’s mind. Encouraged by their example and their repeated urging, he sent 

his son to Germany the following autumn to study political economy.22 This example shows 

how the first Serbian students themselves played an active role in spreading educational 

aspirations, inspiring their compatriots to pursue similar paths.23 

Among the most prominent figures sending their sons abroad to study in the mid-

19th century were Vuk Karadžić and Ilija Garašanin. Having received only modest formal 

education themselves, they were all the more aware of the importance of education for their 

children’s professional and social advancement. Both invested not only financial resources 

but also their hopes and ambitions, making their efforts among the earliest examples of 

modern parental investment in children’s futures in Serbian society.  

The families of Vuk Karadžić and Ilija Garašanin differed significantly in terms 

of size. Vuk Karadžić fathered twelve children, the majority of whom died in childhood, 

with only two surviving their parents. Such high fertility coupled with elevated child 

mortality was typical of societies in the pre-transitional demographic phase, a category 

to which Serbia largely fell at the time.24 Despite generally low incentives to invest 

heavily in offspring under these conditions, Vuk’s approach to his children’s education 

was notably modern. In contrast, Ilija Garašanin’s family comprised only two children 

(both sons), reflecting a family model more characteristic of the emerging modern type, 

 
20  Pavković 1992: 108–109; Životopis Jevrema Grujića, 31. 
21  Pavlović 1986: 195–196; Radović 2023: 63. 
22  Jakšić went to study in Tübingen, and two years later he continued his studies at the University of Heidelberg, 

Svečani sastanak Srpskog učenog društva 1890: 318–319. 
23  There are numerous references in Dimitrije Matić’s diary to the efforts made to encourage as many students 

as possible to pursue studies at foreign universities, Matić: 1974. 
24  Jovanović, Vuletić, Samardžić 2017: 222–230. 
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where smaller family size facilitates greater parental investment–both emotional and 

material–in each child. 

Unlike the parents of most state scholars, who mainly did not intervene in their sons’ 

lives during their studies, Karadžić and Garašanin controlled their sons’ education from the 

start to the end of their university studies. They also played a decisive role in choosing their 

sons’ future professions and countries of study. Karadžić’s sons, Sava and Dimitrije, and 

Garašanin’s sons, Svetozar and Milutin, were enrolled in military academies in accordance 

with their fathers’ wishes. Vuk sent his elder son to Russia, leveraging his favorable 

connections with the administration there. Nearly fifteen years later, he dispatched his 

younger son to Austria, the homeland of his wife, and a country where the family had long 

resided. Reflecting his foreign policy orientation, Garašanin had both his sons educated in 

France. Unlike most state scholars, whose studies abroad typically began in their early or 

mid-twenties, Karadžić’s and Garašanin’s sons commenced their education abroad at a 

much younger age. Given the relatively low quality of education in Serbian schools 

compared with Western Europe, Garašanin sent his sons abroad immediately after they 

completed grammar school, around the age of seventeen. Vuk Karadžić’s sons left home 

even earlier: Sava went to Saint Petersburg at age thirteen, while Dimitrije traveled to 

Trieste at around ten, then to Vienna at thirteen, and later to Bruck. Both Karadžić and 

Garašanin initially financed their sons’ education privately, with their efforts to secure state 

scholarships being only partially successful.25  

In contrast to state scholars, who exercised independence and personal initiative in 

selecting their fields of study, the sons of prominent fathers had limited opportunities to 

develop their own academic interests and enthusiasm. Sent abroad as teenagers and guided 

more by parental ambitions than by their own choice, they often exhibited uncertainty about 

their abilities and, at times, a lack of desire to pursue the disciplines chosen for them. 

However, their hesitation was tempered by strong parental authority. Ilija Garašanin’s stern 

yet revealing admonition to one of his sons captured this dynamic:  

 
I chose that discipline for you and that is what I want for you. I don’t want anything else, so nothing 

else will be possible. I’m not strict at all; you know well my feelings and expectations, and it’s not 

my fault that they are such.26  

 

Parental ambitions often outweighed the desires and aptitudes of their children. Vuk 

Karadžić’s elder son, Sava, was a youth with a strong interest in art and literature, yet lacked 

both the inclination and physical predisposition for the military career his father envisioned. 

The strict regimen of the imperial cadet corps, coupled with the harsh Russian climate, 

further weakened him, aggravating tuberculosis and ultimately leading to his early death in 

1837. Vuk’s other son, Dimitrije, was similarly unhappy with the rigid discipline at the 

 
25  Vuk Karadžić secured a scholarship for his elder son Sava from the Russian rather than the Serbian 

government, while his younger son Dimitrije, after an excellent first year, was awarded only half the amount 

granted to other state scholars. Similarly, Ilija Garašanin financed his sons’ education himself until his younger 

son Milutin, in his final years of study, received a state scholarship in recognition of his strong academic 

performance, Šaulić 1978: 127; Stranjaković 2005: 106–110.  
26  Cited in Vuletić 2006: 343. 
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military academy in Bruck and, at the start of his studies, asked to be allowed to return 

home, but his father refused. 27 For both Karadžić and Garašanin, education was not simply 

a personal pursuit; it was closely tied to family honor and social advancement. They viewed 

their substantial emotional and financial investment in their sons’ schooling as a way to 

secure their future while also fulfilling parental aspirations and social standing. 

Karadžić hoped that the formal education he himself had lacked would secure his 

son a steadier and more financially rewarding career than his own. By guiding their sons 

toward clearly defined professional paths, fathers sought to spare them the sense of 

disappointment and frustration they had once endured. A letter written by Stojan Novaković 

to his son, near the end of his long career in public service, captures this sentiment with 

particular clarity:  

 
It has often been bitter and hard for me to be in the civil service, being in a position that makes me 

dependent on all kinds of people and events. If you were fortunate enough to develop and prepare 

yourself so that you can be an independent and autonomous citizen, this would be the most pleasant 

comfort to me in my old age.28  

 

The same sentiment also drove the aforementioned Jakov Jakšić, the treasurer of 

prince Miloš, initially to steer his son toward a career in commerce.29  

The sons of dignitaries, accustomed to a standard well above that of ordinary state 

scholars, often carried with them expectations that exceeded the bare necessities. Dimitrije 

Karadžić, for example, repeatedly asked his father to indulge him with purchases he openly 

acknowledged were unnecessary but pleasurable–items such as lacquered shoes, gloves, and 

a vest to enhance the appearance of his uniform. Others from similar backgrounds voiced 

similar wishes, requesting funds for elegant “saloon garments” that matched the style of 

upper social circles.30 While striving to ensure their children’s comfort and proper 

education, prominent fathers also sought to temper any inclination toward wastefulness. 

Ilija Garašanin, during his sons’ studies in France, entrusted their daily supervision to his 

French friend Hippolyte Mondain, who not only managed their living arrangements but also 

strictly controlled their modest weekly allowance throughout the entire period of their 

education.31  

Given their fathers’ political stature and influence within the state apparatus, the sons 

of high-ranking dignitaries often assumed that family networks would help them secure 

prestigious and well-paid positions. Such expectations were openly expressed by Dimitrije 

Karadžić, who, during his final year of studies, shared with his father his wish for a role 

close to the court and a rank above the standard entry level for a young officer.32 At the same 

 
27  Šaulić 1978: 224; D. Karadžić to V. Karadžić, Bruck, 2 November 1850, Sabrana dela Vuka Karadžića, VIII, 

1989, 786; V. Karadžić to D. Karadžić, Vienna, 14 November 1846, ibid., VII, 589; D. Karadžić to V. Karadžić, 

Bruck, 22 December 1850, ibid., IX, 37. 
28  Cited in Vuletić 2006: 341.  
29  Svečani sastanak Srpskog učenog društva 1890: 318–319. 
30  Cited in Vuletić 2006: 344–345.    
31  Ibid. 
32  D. Karadžić to V. Karadžić, Bruck, October 22, 1854, Sabrana dela Vuka Karadžića, X, 690;  D. Karadžić to 

V. Karadžić, Bruck, 10 March 1855, ibid., XI, 87. 
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time, his qualifications lent substance to such expectations: Graduating among the top 

cadets of his class, he undertook initiatives to modernize military infrastructure. After 

completing the military academy, he received government support for advanced training in 

Berlin and Antwerp. By twenty-four, he had become a first-class captain, a professor at the 

Artillery School, and its deputy principal. Yet the interplay between inherited privilege and 

individual agency proved unstable. Despite his exceptional start, Dimitrije’s career soon 

derailed as heavy drinking and gambling eroded his professional standing. Within a few 

years, Dimitrije was dismissed from his teaching post, a sharp reversal underscoring the 

limits of the elite education he had received.33  

In contrast, Ilija Garašanin’s sons demonstrate how parental guidance and 

educational investment could yield more stable, if not entirely self-directed, professional 

outcomes. Svetozar Garašanin completed his military education at the prestigious French 

academy at a time when his father held the highest offices of state, including president of 

the government and minister of foreign affairs. His subsequent assignment as the Prince’s 

adjutant reflected both his formal qualifications and the durable political capital of the 

Garašanin family. Nevertheless, family correspondence reveals that Svetozar’s personal 

ambition remained limited; he often preferred ease and avoidance of responsibility over 

active engagement, indicating that educational attainment and family ties did not lead to 

initiative or professional excellence.34 Milutin, the younger son, also received a 

comprehensive foreign education. Yet his career trajectory was sharply shaped by external 

political forces: Following his father’s fall from power and loss of political favor, 

opportunities that might have opened naturally through family connections were no longer 

available. Instead, the family redirected its resources to establish a domestic enterprise, 

including a steam mill, providing Milutin with a tangible professional grounding. This shift 

demonstrates that even in higher strata, the interplay of family influence, state structures, 

and individual capacity was contingent, and success depended not only on educational or 

inherited capital but also on broader social and political conditions. Milutin Garašanin 

achieved his most significant advancement in public life only after his father’s death, when 

he began participating in political activities. Nevertheless, even at this stage of his career, 

his father’s influence and reputation continued to shape his position. The family prestige 

and the well-known Garašanin name provided him with authority and helped him navigate 

political challenges, but at the same time kept him in the shadow of his father’s legacy, 

limiting his autonomy and initiative.35 

In the mid-19th century, the first state-funded students educated abroad returned to 

their homeland, ready to gradually assume the highest positions in the state administration 

thanks to their advanced education.36 Unlike the descendants of dignitaries, who possessed 

both education and family connections, state scholars from lower social strata entered their 

professional careers with education as their only capital. Lacking family networks in urban 

settings as well as material resources, they usually compensated by forming marital 

 
33  Vuletić 2006: 345–346. 
34  I. Garašanin to M. Garašanin, Belgrade, 20 May 1862, ASASA, 14983/68. 
35  Jovanović 1991: 274; Vuletić 2006: 347. 
36  Trgovčević 2003: 233–243. 
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alliances with members of higher and wealthier social circles, typically senior civil servants 

and affluent merchants.37 Senior servants and, in particular, wealthy merchants, readily 

married their daughters to graduates of European universities, since the educational capital 

they possessed provided a direct pathway to senior positions within the state administration 

and, consequently, entry into upper echelons of society.  

Jevrem Grujić, for instance, married the daughter of Teodor Herbez, a prominent 

official from the time of Prince Miloš, whom he had met at a court ball. After a brief period 

living in a small house in Palilula following the wedding, Grujić and his family moved into 

his father-in-law’s residence in the center of Belgrade. The very name of the street where 

the house was located–Gospodska [Gentry Street]–aptly reflected his elevated social status. 

He later recalled that living in the larger, well-appointed house brought a sense of pleasant 

comfort:  

 
Truthfully, I preferred that beautiful apartment on Gospodska Street to our small detached house in 

Palilula… Gradually, I got used to feeling at home there. The comfortable rooms, nicely painted 

and well-furnished, with long and spacious corridors on the first and second floors, were all clean 

and at the same time pleasant to stay in… My judicial position, which I increasingly enjoyed, my 

family, and my economic situation–all this allowed me to feel satisfied with my social standing.38 

 

An even more telling example is that of Radivoje Milojković, who married the 

daughter of Hadži Toma, one of Belgrade’s wealthiest merchants. In mid-19th-century 

Serbia, marriage to an educated state official was considered more prestigious than marriage 

to the richest merchant, prompting many wealthy traders to seek such alliances for their 

daughters. 39 The Hadžitomić family illustrates the power of familial and social networks in 

shaping Serbia’s political elite. Several of its members rose to prominence in the late 1860s 

and throughout the 1870s, largely thanks to Hadži Toma’s strategy of marrying his four 

daughters to university-educated men, all of whom later became ministers. Three of them–

Filip Hristić, Jovan Ristić, and Radivoje Milojković–rose from modest backgrounds, while 

only Antonije Bogićević combined academic credentials with an established family 

pedigree. Although Bogićević also reached a ministerial post, the other three played a far 

more significant role in Serbia’s political life. Their rise from the lower rungs of society 

fueled an ambition often stronger than that of peers from privileged backgrounds. Jovan 

Ristić’s life illustrates this trajectory vividly: His extensive biography claims that he began 

life in the greatest poverty among 19th-century major Serbian politicians, yet by the end of 

his career, he had become one of Serbia’s wealthiest men, his fortune largely derived from 

the dowry his wife brought into marriage.40 Marriages linking highly educated men from 

modest backgrounds with the daughters of the wealthiest families brought together financial 

resources and educational capital, forming networks that, especially in the 1860s and 1870s, 

were crucial in shaping the emerging Serbian elite.41  

 
37  Vuletić 2022: 167–185. 
38  Pavković 1992: 139; see also Životopis Jevrema Grujića, 36–37. 
39  Uspomene i doživljaji Dimitrija Marinkovića 1846–1869, 1939: 54. 
40  Radović 2023: 32, 643. 
41  Vuletić 2022: 167–185. 
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Although based on a small number of cases, this analysis suggests the main patterns 

and dynamics through which education and family background shaped social mobility in 

mid-19th-century Serbia, with these examples considered indicative of broader trends. The 

first holders of educational capital came from the lower strata of society and obtained 

degrees from European universities through state scholarships. Another group consisted of 

the descendants of notable families, who acquired university degrees thanks to their parents’ 

ambition and financial resources. Sons of prominent families thus benefited from both forms 

of capital: education and family background. Yet inheriting a family’s status also imposed 

constraints. While it provided initial authority and opportunities, it often limited autonomy, 

as careers and personal choices remained closely tied to, and sometimes overshadowed by, 

the family name. In contrast, scholarship recipients from modest backgrounds relied 

primarily on their educational attainment to advance socially. Unlike their fellow students 

from the notable families, they displayed greater personal agency, beginning with their 

departure for university and continuing throughout their careers. Their achievements 

demonstrate the transformative potential of educational capital: By excelling academically 

and forming strategic matrimonial alliances, they were able to compensate for the lack of 

family pedigree and gain entry into wealthy social circles. In this way, by combining 

educational and financial capital, they actively contributed to the formation of the elite 

stratum of Serbian society. Through these efforts, they converted their educational capital 

into social standing more successfully than many of their peers from established families. 
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АЛЕКСАНДРА ВУЛЕТИЋ 

Историјски институт, Београд 

 

ОБРАЗОВНИ КАПИТАЛ, ПОРОДИЧНО ПОРЕКЛО  

И ДРУШТВЕНО ПОЗИЦИОНИРАЊЕ У СРБИЈИ СРЕДИНОМ 19. ВЕКА 

 

Резиме 

У раду се испитују обрасци и динамика кроз које су универзитетско образовање и 

породично порекло обликовали друштвену мобилност у Србији у раној фази друштвене 

стратификације. Анализом неколико карактеристичних примера високообразовних појединаца 

откривају се показатељи ширег тренда. Први носиоци диплома европских универзитета у 

Србији долазили су из нижих друштвених слојева, а дипломе су стицали захваљујући 

државним стипендијама. Другу групу чинили су потомци истакнутих јавних радника и 

богатијих трговаца, који су студирали захваљујући амбицијама и финансијским средствима 

својих родитеља. За разлику од припадника прве групе, они су осим образовног капитала 

уживали и у предностима породичног порекла и породичних веза. Ипак, такав статус носио је 

и извесна ограничења. Породично порекло пружало је почетну предност, али је често 

ограничавало личну аутономију, јер су професионални избори у великој мери били усмеравани 

родитељским амбицијама. Осим тога, неповољан преокрет друштвеног или политичког 

положаја родитеља негативно се одражавао и на њихове каријере. Насупрот њима, државни 

стипендисти ослањали су се првенствено на сопствено образовање како би градили 

професионалну каријеру и друштвене везе у престоници. Показивали су већу личну 

иницијативу – често већ при одласку на студије, што је у многим случајевима био плод њиховог 

личног залагања. Недостатак материјалних ресурса и породичних веза у градској средини често 

су компензовали склапањем брачних веза са припадницама имућнијих кругова. На тај начин, 

комбинујући образовни и финансијски капитал, активно су доприносили формирању елитног 

слоја српског друштва почетком друге половине 19. века. Кроз овакво деловање успешније су 

користили свој образовни капитал, конвертујући га у виши друштвени положај, него многи 

њихови вршњаци с породичним „педигреом”. 

Кључне речи: образовни капитал, породично порекло, породичне везе, друштво, 

студенти, елите, Србија у 19. веку. 
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ADMINISTRATIVE STRUCTURE 

OF THE VILAYET OF PRIZREN 1870–1874 
 

 

Abstract: During the 19th century, the Ottoman Empire enforced comprehensive reforms with the 

objective of strengthening centralization and establishing firmer control over the entire territory. This 

paper focuses on the territorial borders of the Vilayet of Prizren, as one of the provinces in the Balkans, 

and analyzes the enforcement of the administrative reforms, as well as their (un)successful effects. The 

reforms were enforced by the officials sent from the Empire’s capital, and their success depended upon 

the influence of Muslim groups, but also on the non-Muslim population that had increasing tendencies 

toward national independence. The reconstruction of the territorial-administrative structure was possible 

due to the Ottoman state yearbooks (Salname-i Devlet-i Aliyye-i Osmaniyye), and the issues of the 

provincial salnames of the Vilayet of Prizren (Salname-i Vilayet-i Prizren). 

Keywords: Vilayet of Prizren, reforms, Provincial Reform Law, bureaucracy, vilayet salnames. 

 
 

 
1. The Formation of the Vilayet 

 

 

he main characteristic of the Ottoman Empire in the 19th century was a 

comprehensive modernization. Reforms were necessary due to centralization and 

control strengthening, particularly in the remote territories, where the state unity was 

threatened by the newly awakened national awareness of the various peoples. 

Comprehensive reforms of the administrative structures that covered the territory of the 

entire Empire began in 1864 by passing the Provincial Reform Law (İdare-i Vilayet 

Nizamnamesi), which limited the borders of the former territorial-administrative units, 

eyalets, and created new provinces, vilayets. Vilayets were further divided into smaller 

administrative units whose governors were sent from the Empire’s capital. The reform law 

defined the authorities of all levels of the vilayet governance, established the jurisdiction of 

the officials, and precisely stated the participation of non-Muslims in the mixed councils. 

The application of this law began in the newly formed the Danube Vilayet, and Midhat 

Pasha was instated as the new vali, governor of the province. Before that, he was the 

T 
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governor of the Eyalet of Niš, where he successfully implemented reforms. As governor, he 

personally visited Prizren in 1863, which was part of the eyalet. Midhat Pasha remains 

remembered as one of the most significant Ottoman officials.1 

The situation in the actual vilayets showed all the advantages and disadvantages of 

the reform law, as well as the gap between the legal framework and the results achieved in 

practice. The process of centralization was possible because of the instated officials who 

adequately enforced the legal principles, as well as due to the cooperation of the 

hierarchically structured local bureaucracy. However, the provincial Muslim officials 

strived to keep their privileged positions and continuously denied the rights of the non-

Muslim representatives, who, as a result, often complained. Hence, an amendment to the 

law was introduced, and its final version was issued in 1871 as the General Provincial 

Reform Law (İdare-i Umumiye-i Vilayet Nizamnamesi). This act proclaimed significant 

changes in the organization of the official apparatus, redefined the bureaucratic hierarchical 

structure, and established authorities of the mixed councils. Mixed councils consisted of 

representatives of various ethnic and confessional groups in the provinces, with the 

objective of ensuring equivalent participation of the Muslims and non-Muslims in official 

businesses. The reform law also increased the number of central government officials who 

were permanent members of mixed councils, but it did not increase the number of elected 

members who came from the lines of various local confessional groups.2 Other necessary 

additions were incorporated through various acts. The terms of the Directive of Provincial 

Public Administration from 1876 (Nevah-i Nizamnamesi) were intended to contribute to the 

equality of council members on ethnic and religious levels in an attempt to show a visible 

and applicable principle of equality of all the inhabitants of the Empire, and to indirectly 

deny the existence of national pretensions of various peoples.3 Enforcing these reforms was 

limited, partly due to the motivation of the state officials who were direct government 

executives, and partly because of the socio-economic characteristics of particular vilayets. 

After the successful implementation of the project of province organization in the 

Danube Vilayet, other provinces were formed throughout the Empire, one of them being the 

Eyalet of Prizren,4 established in 1865. The newly formed independent administrative unit 

consisted of only one element, the Sanjak/Liva of Skopje, with its name and territorial range 

changing in the following years. In the previous issues of the state salname, Prizren was not 

mentioned, which means it did not have the status of a sanjak but was a part of another one.5 

Two years after establishment, there were new changes in the administrative structure: 

Skopje received the status of eyalet, and the Sanjak of Prizren became a part of it. The 

following year, 1868, Skopje became a vilayet, not including the Sanjak of Prizren, which 

means that this was not only a nominal change, but also a territorial-administrative one. The 

eyalets’ territories were reduced and new vilayets were formed in an attempt to streamline 

centralization and control strengthening, which was all in accordance with previous 

 
1  Göyünç 1981–1982: 280–283. 
2  Gençoğlu 2011: 34–38; Davison 1963: 146– 160; Findley 1989: 179–183; Çetinsaya 2006: 9–10. 
3  İhsanoğlu 2004: 375–381. 
4  Using the term eyalet in the Ottoman state yearbooks indicates that the newly proclaimed legal regulations 

were not immediately implemented in practice, as this process required more time.  
5  SDAO 1865: 65. 
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government reforms. Prizren was temporarily annexed to the Vilayet of Skadar (Vilayet-i 
�ø�ú�N�R�G�U�D), and in the summer of 1869, it became a separate territorial-administrative area, 
acting as the center of the vilayet of the same name (Vilayet-i Prizren). Sources offer 
different dates for the formation of Prizren as a separate province, and they vary in the 
chronological frame from 1868 to 1871. Hasan Kaleshi and Hans-Jürgen Kornrumpf claim 
that the Sanjak of Prizren was formed in 1868, after the dissolution of the Vilayet of Skopje, 
but after looking into state salnames, it is established that the Vilayet of Skopje still existed 
with the inclusion of Prizren or even any mention of it as a separate administrative unit.6 
Yucel �<�L�÷�L�W��claims that the Vilayet of Prizren was formed in 1868 by merging the sanjaks 
�R�I���6�N�R�S�M�H���D�Q�G���'�H�E�D�U�����Z�K�L�F�K���Z�H�U�H���H�[�F�O�X�G�H�G���I�U�R�P���W�K�H���%�L�W�R�O�M���9�L�O�D�\�H�W�����D�Q�G���1�L�ã���6�D�Q�M�D�N�����Z�K�L�F�K��
was excluded from the Danube Vilayet. By inspecting the state salnames, it is confirmed 
that Bitolj was not an independent vilayet in 1868, but only a sanjak that belonged to the 
Vilayet of Thessaloniki (Vilayet-i Selanik).7 

Upon its establishment, it comprised three sanjaks �± �3�U�L�]�U�H�Q�����6�N�R�S�M�H�����D�Q�G���1�L�ã�����Z�L�W�K��
Debar being annexed the following year.8 The Vilayet of Prizren functioned as an 
independent province until June 1874, when it was dissolved as a result of yet another in 
the line of frequent administrative changes in the Balkans.9 The Vilayet of Bitolj (Vilayet-i 
Manastir)10 was established then, and the change was instigated by the local officials, 
stating that Bitolj had been a provincial center before, that it was an important military 
center,11 and that it had the potential to abandon the Vilayet of Thessaloniki and exist as an 
independent administrative unit.12 The government in the capital accepted this suggestion 
and formed an independent vilayet by rearranging the borders of the surrounding provinces, 
the vilayets of Prizren and Skadar, thereby, losing their independent status. The Vilayet of 
Skadar was entirely incorporated into the newly formed province, the Vilayet of Bitolj, and 
�W�K�H�� �6�D�Q�M�D�N�� �R�I�� �1�L�ã�� �Z�D�V�� �V�H�S�D�U�D�W�H�G�� �I�U�R�P�� �W�K�H�� �9�L�O�D�\�H�W�� �R�I�� �3�U�L�]�U�H�Q���� �R�Q�O�\�� �W�R�� �E�H�� �L�Q�F�O�X�G�H�G�� �L�Q�� �W�K�H��
Danube Vilayet. Other sanjaks, Prizren, Skopje and Debar, were included with their existing 
kaza structure,13 most likely because of easier organization.14 

 
�������7�H�U�U�L�W�R�U�L�D�O���6�W�U�X�F�W�X�U�H 

 
The territorial structure of the Vilayet of Prizren can be reconstructed based on the 

vilayet salnames. Salnames are specific state documents written on an annual level. Vilayet 
salnames are only one type of these documents that offer evidence of territorial changes, 
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enable the reconstruction of territorial-military structure, show the demographic structure, 
economic potential and the development of educational institutions of certain provinces 
throughout the Empire. Two issues have been recorded for the Vilayet of Prizren. With the 
Provincial Reform Law, every province in the Ottoman Empire was divided into 
sanjaks/livas, and the center of vilayet governance was situated in the capital city of the 
central sanjak. Liva was further divided into kazas, and only certain kazas contained nahiyes 
consisting of several villages.15 The Vilayet of Prizren comprised four sanjaks: Prizren 
(�3�U�L�]�U�_�Q), Skopje (Üsküb�������1�L�ã�����1�L�ú), which had up to that time been a part of the Danube 
Vilayet, and Debar (Debre). The central Sanjak of Prizren had eight kazas: Tetovo 
(Kalkandelen�������3�U�L�ã�W�L�Q�D�����3�U�L�ú�W�L�Q�H���������D�N�R�Y�L�F�D����Yakova�������3�H�ü�����ø�S�H�N), Gnjilane (Gilan�������9�X�þ�L�W�U�Q��
(�9�X�O�o�Õ�W�U�Õ�Q), Gusinje (Gosine), and Ljuma (Luma). The Liva of Skopje had six kazas: 
Kumanovo (Kumanova), Palanka (Palanka������ �â�W�L�S�� ���ø�ú�W�L�E������ �.�R�þ�D�Q�H�� ��Koçana������ �5�D�G�R�Y�L�ã�W�H��
(�5�D�G�R�Y�L�ú�W�H), and Kratovo (Kratova������ �7�K�H�� �6�D�Q�M�D�N�� �R�I�� �1�L�ã�� �K�D�G�� �V�L�[�� �N�D�]�D�V���� �3�L�U�R�W�� ���ù�H�K�L�U�N�R�\), 
Vranje (�ø�Y�U�D�Q�\�D), Leskovac (Leskofça), Prokuplje (Ürgüp������ �.�X�U�ã�X�P�O�L�M�D�� ���.�X�U�ú�X�P�O�X) and 
Trn/Znepolje (�ø�]�Q�H�S�R�O). The Sanjak of Debar initially had three kazas: Elbasan (Elbasan), 
Donji Debar (Debre-i Zir) and Mat (Mat), with two more added later: Gornja Malesija 
(Malsiya-i Bala) and Donja Malesija (Malsiya-i Zir) (Table 1). 
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Within several kazas, there were smaller units, nahiyes. According to the salname 

issued in 1874, on the territory of the Vilayet of Prizren, there were only three nahiyes 
recorded: Gostivar (Gostivar�����L�Q���W�K�H���N�D�]�D���R�I���7�H�W�R�Y�R�����.�D�þ�D�Q�L�N����Kaçanik) within the kaza of 
�.�R�þ�D�Q�H���� �D�Q�G�� �3�D�O�D�Q�N�D�� ��Palanka) within the kaza of Pirot. By losing its position of an 
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independent territorial-administrative unit, Prizren lost the aforementioned nahiyes as they 
�Z�H�U�H���D�Q�Q�H�[�H�G���W�R���R�W�K�H�U���V�D�Q�M�D�N�V�����.�R�þ�D�Q�H���D�Q�G���*�R�V�W�L�Y�D�U���W�R���W�K�H���6�D�Q�M�D�N���R�I���6�N�R�S�M�H�����D�Q�G���3�D�O�D�Q�N�D��
�W�R���W�K�H���/�L�Y�D���R�I���1�L�ã��17 

 
�������$�G�P�L�Q�L�V�W�U�D�W�L�Y�H���V�W�U�X�F�W�X�U�H 

 
Upon establishing the Eyalet of Prizren in 1865, the role of the governor was given 

to the official called mutasarrif who held the title of Rumelian beylerbey.18 The first 
mutasarrif of the Vilayet of Prizren was Nazif Pasha, but he was soon replaced by Haji 
Ismail Hakki Pasha Shehsuvarzade. The new governor came from a well-known Leskovac 
family, gained military education and advanced gradually in the service. His first known 
appointment was the position of kapijibasha (head doorkeeper). He was in charge of a 
variety of offical business in provinces throughout Anatolia, untill 1865 when he returned 
to the Balkans as vali of Prizren, and later of Skopje. He stayed for three years untill his 
discharge, then retired to Aksaray where he died in September 1872. His son was Ali Galib 
Bey, a scribe and a poet.19 After him, the position of mutasarrif was held by Fehim Pasha 
and Edib Mustafa Pasha.  

Upon forming the vilayet five years later, the governor held the title of the vizier, 
whereas the highest position belonged to the vali according to the Provincial Reform Law. 
The first vali of the Vilayet of Prizren was Ismail Rahmi Pasha, originated from a 
respectable Ioannina family Tepedelenli. He was the son of Veli Pasha and the grandson of 
the mighty ayan Ali Pasha. Ismail Rahmi received his military education in Istanbul. His 
first noted appointment was recorded in 1828, kapijibasha. He was sent to the the function 
of mutasarrif of Tirhale in 1848 and Trabzon soon thereafter, followed by Edrine, and 
Ioaninna in November 1849. The following year he overtook a two-year term as the 
governor of Silistria from where he continued to Thessaloniki. Ismail Rahmi Pasha was 
appointed the vali of Tirhale in 1862, then Kastamonu and Bursa in 1866. When the Vilayet 
of Prizren was established, he was appointed vali with one-year term. In August 1871, he 
returned to the capital and became a member of the State Council, then the Reform 
Committee (�ø�V�O�D�K�D�W���.�R�P�L�V�\�R�Q�X). He died in the capital in May 1875.20  

His successor was Safet Pasha, of Tatar origin. He was born in Anatolia, graduated 
from military school in the capital and later became a teacher. He was a member of the State 
Council from 1865, and three years later, he was the headmaster of the military school. In 
May 1869, he accepted the appointment of the vali of Bosnia with the military rank of marshal. 
The following year, Safet Pasha left for the Vilayet of Prizren to the vali position and 
remembered as one of the most talented and educated governors of Prizren. It was through his 
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initiative that the Prizren print was established, as well as the bilingual newspaper Prizren. It 
was a weekly newspaper, published from August 1871 until 1874, as the official gazette of 
the province. In addition to the official announcements, the newspaper also contained various 
articles about domestic and foreign politics written both in Ottoman and Serbian. During his 
term, the vali insisted on building the sewer lines in the province and invested significant 
amounts into education. He started building a trade school but never managed to finish it. By 
the end of 1871, he was transferred to Ioaninna, and the following year to Crete to the highest 
state position. As a successful vali, he served for a year in Hudavendigar, four years in Adana 
and Tripoli, three years in Trabzon and for a short time in Hejaz. He was dismissed in 1881, 
but reinstated later as the vali of Hejaz. He retired after another dismissal.21  

The next vali was Galib Pasha Sari. After his military education, he earned the rank 
of colonel and became one of the founders of the Higher Military School in 1861. He 
gradually advanced in the military hierarchy and with the rank of general, he became the 
supervisor of military schools in 1869. Galib Pasha Sari accepted a one-year term as vali of 
the Vilayet of Prizren in November 1871, and then returned to the service of supervisor which 
he held untill his death in January 1876. He remains remembered as a master of military 
skills, successful school administrator and a founder of the secondary military school.22  

Haji Abdurrahman Nurredin Pasha was appointed the vali of Prizren in 1872. He 
was born in 1836 in Kutahya, the son of Haji Ali-pasha, the governor of Kastamonu. He 
gained good education and gradually advanced on the administrative ladder. For six years, 
�K�H���J�R�Y�H�U�Q�H�G���6�K�X�P�H�Q�����9�D�U�Q�D���D�Q�G���1�L�ã�����D�Q�G���L�Q���$�X�J�X�V�W���������������K�H���E�H�F�D�P�H���D���J�R�Y�H�U�Q�R�U���R�I���3�U�L�]�U�H�Q����
holding the title of vizier. The governor tried to secure the printing of the newspaper Prizren 
in the Bulgarian language instead of Serbian, but he failed. In April 1873, he was sent to 
�5�X�ã�þ�L�N���Z�K�H�U�H���K�H���W�R�R�N���R�Y�H�U���W�K�H���I�X�Q�F�W�L�R�Q���R�I���W�K�H���J�R�Y�H�U�Q�R�U���R�I���W�K�H���'�D�Q�X�E�H���9�L�O�D�\�H�W�����$�I�W�H�U���W�K�D�W����
he governed Ankara, Baghdad, Diyarbakir, and then Baghdad again. In May 1882, he took 
over the duties of the grand vizier, but was dismissed after two months for not agreeing with 
the sultan regarding his policies toward the Egyptian province. He was sent to Kastamonu, 
where during his nine-year term, he managed to improve the province, particularly in the 
domain of education and trade. Later, he served as vali thereafter in Aydin and Edirne until 
1895 when he was summoned to the capital to be appointed to a position within the Ministry 
of Justice, which he performed diligently for the next twelve years. Abdurrahman Nurredin 
Pasha retired after the proclamation of the Second Constitutionality, died in 1912 in the 
capital and was buried in the courtyard of the tomb of Sultan Mehmed Fatih. His son, Arif 
Hikmet Pasha was married to Naila, the daughter of Sultan Abdulhamid II, and he served 
as a state official. His other two sons were Feyzi Daim and Asim Bey.23  

The last governor of Prizren was Husein Husnu Pasha, who attempted to ban 
carrying weapons and he strictly punished the offenders. He spoke Greek, had good 
relations with the Russian consul Ivan Stepanovich Jastrebov. He allowed the Serbs to 
rebuild the church of Saint George.24  
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The vali was appointed by the sultan himself and he was in charge of the direct 
enforcement of the orders sent from the capital, as well as of the control over all civil, 
financial, police, and political business of the vilayet, including enforcing court rulings.25 The 
law specified that the provincial governors dealt exclusively with civil duties, not military, so 
that no individual would hold too much power. In practice, this was not conscientiously 
carried out due to the complexities of the political-social situation, particularly in the Balkan 
provinces. The Vilayet of Prizren is only one example of this (Table 2). 
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Based on the Ottoman state salnames, it is not possible to reconstruct the entire 

administrative structure of the Eyalet of Prizren since only the names and functions of 
governing officials were recorded. The eyalet was governed by a mutasarrif, holding the 
title of the Rumelian beylerbey. The entire financial oversight was entrusted to one official, 
the chief accountant (muhasebeci), who did not assum the function despite the fact that the 
province had already been established. Within the eyalet, there was only one sanjak, the 
Sanjak of Skopje that was governed by the head official (kaymakam). The control over the 
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judicial system was in the hands of special officials, the judicial deputy (naib)28 (Table 3). 
According to the practices in the Eyalet of Prizren, it is evident that the Provincial Reform 
Law was not immediately enforced, which was proved by the terminology and the structure 
of the officials with whom the governor shared his power. 
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The governor (vilayet-i �D�]�Õ�P) of the Eyalet of Prizren relied on his closest associates, 

�Z�K�R�V�H���W�L�W�O�H�V���Z�H�U�H���F�K�D�Q�J�H�G���I�R�O�O�R�Z�L�Q�J���W�K�H���S�U�R�Y�L�Q�F�H�¶�V���H�V�W�D�E�O�L�V�K�P�H�Q�W���L�Q���������������L�Q���D�F�F�R�U�G�D�Q�F�H��
with the Provincial Reform Law. For example, the chief accountant of the vilayet was 
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named defterdar instead of the previous title of muhasebeci. Defterdar of the vilayet was in 
charge of all financial dealings, and for his work, he answered to the vali and the ministry. 
The head of the finance office (mal müdürü) initially handled the finances for the sanjak, 
and after the Province Reform Law, it referred to the scribe who kept financial records for 
the kaza. The authority over the sanjak finances was entrusted to the chief accountant 
(muhasebeci). The vilayet chief secretary (mektubçi) handled the complete correspondence 
using the secretariat (Tahrirat kalemi). The official position of the provincial secretary of 
foreign affairs (hariciye mudiri) was canceled.30 Judicial matters were in the authority of 
the court, with the sharia and civil courts functioning separately. In the center of the 
province, the work of the civil courts was overseen by the investigator and judicial assistants 
(�P�•�I�H�W�W�L�ú���K�D�N�D�P���Y�H���Q�•�Y�D�E���� whereas in the central kazas of other sanjaks, this was managed 
by the sharia courts (Table 4). 

The provincial salnames offer a more detailed insight into the complete 
administrative structure of the province on all levels of authority. Despite the fact that the 
Vilayet of Prizren was established in 1870, it was only through insight into provincial 
yearbooks that we can see how the administrative structure gradually became more complex 
and the number of officials increased. The members of the government on the vilayet level 
were the vali, his deputy (naib), defterdar, mufti, the vilayet secretary (mektubçi), as well 
as the principal (reis) of the Appeal divan (Divan-i Temyiz) (Table 5). 
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The vali presided over the Administrative council (�ø�G�D�U�H-i meclis), which dealt 

with the entire domestic policy of the province, except the judicial business. The members 
of government would meet once a year in the provincial capital and would be in session for 
a maximum of forty days, discussing the matters of safety, construction, economy in the 
broader sense, as well as answering the pleas of the lower instances. The Administrative 
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council consisted of permanent/appointed members (Aza-i Tabiye), who dictated all the 
decision-�P�D�N�L�Q�J���D�Q�G���P�H�P�E�H�U�V�¶���H�O�H�F�W�L�R�Q����Aza-i Müntehabe), and whose work was mainly 
advisory in its nature.32 Among the permanent members was the vali deputy who would 
step in for the vali in case of his temporary absence or dismissal, or more precisely, until 
the new vali was instated. Other members included defterdar, mufti from the provincial 
center, secretary and chief accountant. The elected members were supposed to include an 
equal number of Muslims and non-Muslims from the local population, but this was 
frequently abused in practice, in favor of the Muslim representatives. There is no conclusive 
evidence of the exact religious group that the elected members belonged to as their surnames 
were not recorded, only their first names.33 The scribes and registrar (mukayyid) were 
present out of practical reasons: the need for diligent record keeping.34 (Table 6).  
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�7�K�H�� �M�X�G�L�F�L�D�U�\�� �Z�D�V�� �Q�R�W�� �L�Q�� �W�K�H�� �V�F�R�S�H�� �R�I�� �W�K�H�� �Y�D�O�L�¶�V�� �D�X�W�K�R�U�L�W�\���� �&�D�G�L�� ��kadi), judge of 

Islamic canon law, ruled over Sharia court (Devair-i Adliye ve Mehakim Mahkeme-i 
�ù�H�U�L�¶�\�\�H), and the Commercial Court (Ticaret Mahkemesi) functioned separately. The 
highest judicial instance in the Vilayet of Prizren was the appeals divan (Divan-i Temyiz), 
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where most of the employees were Muslims, with a negligible number of non-Muslims. In 
the central appeals council (Meclis-i Temyiz-i Merkez), non-Muslims had no part 
whatsoever, whereas in the council dealings with the civil and criminal disputes (Meclis-i 
Temyiz Hukuk ve Cinayet Merkezi), the number of Muslims and non-Muslims was 
equivalent. Every administrative level had a special appeals council (Meclis-�L���G�H�¶�D�Y), where 
Muslims and non-Muslim made joint decisions. Court and council officials also included 
the jurors (mumeyiz), apprentices (mülazim), notaries, the chief scribe (�E�D�ú���N�D�W�L�E) and other 
scribes (katib).36  

The vilayet also had several offices dealing with various businesses. The notary 
office (Mektub-i Kalem) handled the correspondence, separately from the accounting 
(Muhasebe Kalemi), which was handled by numerous assistants (muavin) and associates 
(refik), with only a minority of them being local non-Muslims. A specific official took care 
of the waqfs, heading a special unit (Evkaf Muhasebesi), and the land registry was overseen 
by a special division of the imperial registry office (Defter-i Hakani Dairesi). The 
population changes were recorded by the officials within the census office (Nufüs Kalemi). 
A special committee (Tahsilat Komisyonu) had control over the collecting of all the state 
revenue, and it was handled by officials in various divisions: tax and customs department 
(�5�•�V�X�P�D�W���ø�G�D�U�H�V�L), duties and fees (�0�D�¶�D���7�D�K�U�L�U���9�H�U�J�L���ø�G�D�U�H�V�L), and others.37 The common 
ground for every level of government was special offices, municipal councils (Meclis-i 
Belediye), managed by the chief (reis). These were not institutionalized councils but rather 
mixed ones with a consulting nature, where the local population of various confessions 
could make decisions regarding communal issues.38 The judicial and administrative system 
functioned in the same principle in lower units as well, the only difference being that there 
were fewer officials due to a smaller scale of business, and the variety and extent of offices 
and committees depended upon the needs of the particular administrative unit.  

The vilayet was divided into smaller units, sanjaks, which were managed by 
mutasarrifs. Each sanjak was further divided into lower administrative units, kazas, which 
were managed by head officials (kaymakam). Some kazas contained nahiyes managed by 
administrative officials (müdür). The titles of the lower administrative units were officially 
established only when the Provincial Reform Law was passed: mutasarrif, kaymakam and 
mudur were used instead of the previous head official, mudur and officer (zabit).39 The 
source data confirms that the nomenclature was in use before, so the reform law only 
legalized the administrative practice with the objective of unification on a state level. The 
aforementioned officials reported to the vali and the ministry that appointed them to the 
province. On the local level, they were subordinate to the vali and were in charge of 
managing their administrative unit in accordance with the existing laws.  

With the exception of the central,40 all sanjaks had the administrative council of the 
sanjak/liva (Meclis-�L�� �ø�G�D�U�H-i Liva), whose task was to enforce decisions of the vali and 
manage the sanjak in accordance with its authorities. Like the Vilayet administrative 
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council, the Administrative council of the liva consisted of bureaucrats sent from the Empire 
capital and the influential locals, both Muslim and non-Muslim. The appointed members 
included the mutasarrif, his deputy, the chief accountant (muhasebeci) and the 
correspondence clerk (tahrirat müdürü), as well as the religious representative�±the mufti 
and the Orthodox archbishop.41 Elected members included the local Muslim and non-
Muslim representatives, who were never equally represented despite the regulations, and 
always to the disadvantage of the non-Muslims. The remaining members were notaries and 
their associates (refik). 

It was not unusual to see deviations in the enforcement of the legal regulations, as 
noted within the structures of administrative councils in sanjaks throughout the existence of 
the Vilayet of Prizren. It was largely in reference to the number of elected representatives 
�R�I���W�K�H���O�R�F�D�O���S�R�S�X�O�D�W�L�R�Q�����L�Q�������������L�Q���6�N�R�S�M�H���D�Q�G���1�L�ã���W�K�H���E�D�O�D�Q�F�H���Z�D�V���W�L�S�S�H�G���L�Q���I�D�Y�R�U���R�I���W�K�H��
non-Muslims (two Muslim and three non-Muslim representatives), whereas in Debar, the 
situation was reversed (three Muslims and two non-Muslims), and this was repeated in the 
years to come. The administrative council of the Sanjak of Debar was the only one that 
never had a religious non-Muslim representative. This led to the confessional inequality. 
Occasional absence of certain religious representatives should not be seen as officials 
challenging the law, as it was evident in some situations that the positions were only 
temporarily vacant, mostly due to replacements. Such an example was recorded in the 
�6�D�Q�M�D�N�� �R�I�� �1�L�ã�� �L�Q�� ������������ �Z�K�H�Q���� �D�W�� �W�K�H�� �W�L�P�H�� �R�I�� �U�H�F�R�U�G�L�Qg data for the yearbook, the mufti 
position was vacant.42  
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Kazas were presided over by the administrative council of the kaza (Meclis-�L���ø�G�D�U�H-

i Kaza) with a consulting function and governed by the kaymakam. His deputy, the head of 
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the finance office (mal müdürü), the correspondence scribe (tahrirat katibi) and the 
religious representatives of the Muslims and non-�0�X�V�O�L�P�V�� �Z�H�U�H�� �W�K�H�� �F�R�X�Q�F�L�O�¶�V�� �S�H�U�P�D�Q�H�Q�W��
members. Elected members were the local Muslims and non-Muslims. The enforcement of 
the Ottoman Empire policies and the inclusion of the representatives of various and often 
conflicting confessional groups were meant to satisfy the interests of religious 
�U�H�S�U�H�V�H�Q�W�D�W�L�Y�H�V�� �L�Q�� �P�L�[�H�G�� �F�R�X�Q�F�L�O�V�� �D�Q�G�� �V�K�R�Z�� �W�K�H�� �F�H�Q�W�U�D�O�� �D�X�W�K�R�U�L�W�\�¶�V�� �Z�L�O�O�L�Q�J�Q�H�V�V�� �W�R�� �E�H��
consistent in enforcing the equality policies even in remote provinces (Table 7). 

Inconsistencies in the numbers of administrative officials and elected members of 
administrative councils were recorded throughout the Vilayet of Prizren. Data from 1873 
indicate that none of the administrative councils in the kazas of the Sanjak of Prizren had 
correspondence clerks. Religious representatives, the mufti and the archbishop, were also not 
present in the work of the mixed councils. In the kazas of the Sanjak of Prizren, the 
�D�U�F�K�E�L�V�K�R�S���Z�D�V���V�L�W�X�D�W�H�G���R�Q�O�\���L�Q���7�H�W�R�Y�R�����*�Q�M�L�O�D�Q�H�����9�X�þ�L�W�U�Q�����*�X�V�L�Q�M�H���D�Q�G Ljuma did not have 
a millet representative. In the kazas of the Sanjak of Skopje, the situation was a bit different: 
�P�X�I�W�L�� �Z�D�V�� �V�L�W�X�D�W�H�G�� �R�Q�O�\�� �L�Q�� �.�X�P�D�Q�R�Y�R���� �â�W�L�S�� �Z�D�V�� �W�K�H�� �R�Q�O�\�� �N�D�]�D�� �Z�L�W�K�� �Q�R�� �U�H�O�L�J�L�R�X�V��
�U�H�S�U�H�V�H�Q�W�D�W�L�Y�H�V�����Z�K�H�U�H�D�V���L�Q���.�R�þ�D�Q�H�����D���F�D�W�K�R�O�L�F���U�H�S�U�H�V�H�Q�W�D�W�L�Ye presided (papas).44 In the kazas 
�R�I���W�K�H���6�D�Q�M�D�N���R�I���1�L�ã�����P�X�I�W�L���Z�D�V���Q�R�W���S�U�H�V�H�Q�W���L�Q���/�H�V�N�R�Y�D�F�����W�K�H�U�H���Z�D�V���Q�R���D�U�F�K�E�L�V�K�R�S���L�Q���9�U�D�Q�M�H����
�D�Q�G���L�Q���.�X�U�ã�X�P�O�L�M�D�����W�K�H�U�H���Z�H�U�H���Q�R���U�H�O�L�J�L�R�X�V���U�H�S�U�H�V�H�Q�W�D�W�L�Y�H�V���D�W���D�O�O�����,�Q���W�K�H���N�D�]�D�V���R�I���W�K�H���6�D�Q�M�D�N��
of Debar, there were no non-Muslim representatives anywhere, and the mufti was a board 
member only in Elbasan. The imbalance of elected representatives was also present 
throughout the vilayet. Muslims dominated in the majority of kazas in the Sanjak of Prizren: 
���D�N�R�Y�L�F�D�����3�H�ü�����*�Q�M�L�O�D�Q�H�����*�X�V�L�Q�M�H�����W�K�U�H�H���0�X�V�O�L�P�V���D�Qd one non-Muslim), whereas in Ljuma, 
they completely pushed out the non-Muslims (four Muslims). The only exception in the 
�H�Q�W�L�U�H���6�D�Q�M�D�N���R�I���6�N�R�S�M�H���Z�D�V���N�D�]�D���R�I���5�D�G�R�Y�L�ã�W�H���Z�K�H�U�H���D�P�R�Q�J���W�K�H���H�O�H�F�W�H�G���P�H�P�E�H�U�V���W�K�H�U�H���Z�H�U�H��
only two non-Muslims, and in the Sanjak of Ni�ã���� �R�Q�O�\�� �.�X�U�ã�X�P�O�L�M�D�� �K�D�G�� �I�R�X�U�� �0�X�V�O�L�P��
representatives. In the kazas of Sanjaks Debar, Elbasan and Donji Debar, no non-Muslims 
were elected (three Muslims), and in the kaza of Mat, a unique example in the entire sanjak, 
there were no elected members whatsoever, Muslims or non-Muslims. The following year, 
in 1874, correspondence clerks were included in the work of administrative councils of the 
�6�D�Q�M�D�N�� �R�I�� �3�U�L�]�U�H�Q���� �H�[�F�H�S�W�� �L�Q�� �7�H�W�R�Y�R���� �3�U�L�ã�W�L�Q�D���� ���D�N�R�Y�L�F�D�� �D�Q�G�� �*�X�V�L�Q�M�H���� �5�H�O�L�J�L�R�X�V��
representatives of the Sanjak of Prizren were occasionally mentioned in records: the 
�F�R�Q�I�H�V�V�L�R�Q�D�O���E�D�O�D�Q�F�H���R�I�� �S�H�U�P�D�Q�H�Q�W���P�H�P�E�H�U�V���Z�D�V���R�Q�O�\�� �F�R�Q�I�L�U�P�H�G���L�Q�����D�N�R�Y�L�F�D���� �Z�K�H�U�H�D�V���L�Q��
�W�K�H���Z�R�U�N���R�I���D�G�P�L�Q�L�V�W�U�D�W�L�Y�H���F�R�X�Q�F�L�O�V���R�I���N�D�]�D�V���7�H�W�R�Y�R�����*�Q�M�L�O�D�Q�H�����9�X�þ�L�W�U�Q�����*�X�V�L�Q�M�H���D�Q�G���/�M�X�P�D����
these representatives were entirely �Q�H�J�O�H�F�W�H�G�����,�Q���W�K�H���6�D�Q�M�D�N���R�I���1�L�ã�����W�K�H���P�X�I�W�L���Z�D�V���L�Q���F�K�D�U�J�H��
only in Vranje and Prokuplje, and the archbishop in all other kazas except Pirot and 
Leskovac. In the Sanjak of Skopje, religious representatives were not included in the work 
�R�I���W�K�H���N�D�]�D���R�I���5�D�G�R�Y�L�ãte, and a Jewish representative (�K�D�K�D�P���E�D�ú�Õ���Y�H�N�L�Oi) operated only in 
�â�W�L�S�����7�K�H�U�H���Z�H�U�H���Q�R���0�X�V�O�L�P���U�H�S�U�H�V�H�Q�W�D�W�L�Y�H�V���L�Q���3�D�O�D�Q�N�D���D�Q�G���.�U�D�W�R�Y�R�����2�I���D�O�O���W�K�H���N�D�]�D�V���L�Q���W�K�H��
Sanjak of Debar, the only recorded religious representative was in Elbasan and as expected, 
it was a mufti. In 1874, the legal regulation of the equality of elected board members was 
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�Y�L�R�O�D�W�H�G�����,�Q���W�K�H���6�D�Q�M�D�N���R�I���3�U�L�]�U�H�Q�����W�K�H���D�G�Y�D�Q�W�D�J�H���Z�D�V���R�Q���W�K�H���V�L�G�H���R�I���W�K�H���0�X�V�O�L�P�V���L�Q�����D�N�R�Y�L�F�D����
�3�H�ü�� �D�Q�G�� �*�X�V�L�Q�M�H�� ���W�K�U�H�H�� �0�X�V�O�L�P�V�� �D�Q�G�� �R�Q�H�� �Q�R�Q-Muslim), and in Ljuma, the leadership was 
completely taken over (four Muslims). Gnjilane was special, since the elected member was 
�R�Q�O�\�� �R�Q�H�� �0�X�V�O�L�P�� �U�H�S�U�H�V�H�Q�W�D�W�L�Y�H���� �7�K�H�� �E�D�O�D�Q�F�H�� �L�Q�� �W�K�H�� �6�D�Q�M�D�N�� �R�I�� �1�L�ã�� �Z�D�V�� �W�L�S�S�H�G�� �E�\�� �D�� �V�R�O�H��
�H�[�D�P�S�O�H���I�U�R�P���.�X�U�ã�X�P�O�L�M�D���Z�K�H�U�H���W�K�H�U�H���Z�H�U�H���I�R�X�U���Q�R�Q-Muslims in operation, whereas all the 
kazas of the Sanjak of Skopje were very consistent in enforcing the legal regulations. The 
largest number of law violations happened in the Sanjak of Debar: non-Muslims were 
outnumbered in Elbasan (one non-Muslim and two Muslims), completely neglected in Donji 
Debar (three Muslims) and Gornja Malesija (four Muslims), whereas the administrative 
councils in kazas Mat and Donja Malesija operated without elected members.45  

�7�K�H���D�G�P�L�Q�L�V�W�U�D�W�L�Y�H���F�R�X�Q�F�L�O���R�I���W�K�H���Q�D�K�L�\�H�����1�D�K�L�\�H���0�H�F�O�L�V�L�����Z�D�V���Q�R�W���\�H�W���H�V�W�D�E�O�L�V�K�H�G���L�Q��
�W�K�H���W�L�P�H���R�I���W�K�H���9�L�O�D�\�H�W���R�I���3�U�L�]�U�H�Q�����E�X�W���V�W�L�O�O���Q�D�K�L�\�H�V���K�D�G���R�I�I�L�F�L�D�O�V���Z�K�R���K�D�Q�G�O�H�G���W�K�H���J�H�Q�H�U�D�O��
�D�I�I�D�L�U�V���� �,�Q�� �D�G�G�L�W�L�R�Q�� �W�R�� �W�K�H�� �P�D�Q�G�D�W�R�U�\�� �J�R�Y�H�U�Q�R�U���� �I�R�U�� �S�U�D�F�W�L�F�D�O�� �U�H�D�V�R�Q�V���� �W�K�H�U�H�� �Z�D�V�� �D�� �V�F�U�L�E�H��
�L�Q�F�O�X�G�H�G���� �D�Q�G���W�K�H���J�R�Y�H�U�Q�R�U���G�H�S�X�W�\�� �L�I���Q�H�H�G�H�G�����7�D�E�O�H���������� �2�I�I�L�F�H�� �R�I�� �W�K�H���J�H�Q�H�U�D�O���J�R�Y�H�U�Q�P�H�Q�W��
�F�R�X�O�G���E�H���I�R�X�Q�G���R�Q�O�\���L�Q���E�L�J�J�H�U���Q�D�K�L�\�H�V������ 

�� 
 �1�D�K�L�\�H �2�I�I�L�F�L�D�O�V 

�������� 

�*�R�V�W�L�Y�D�U 
�*�R�Y�H�U�Q�R�U���0�X�V�W�D�I�D���%�H�\ 
�'�H�S�X�W�\���*�R�Y�H�U�Q�R�U���5�H�S�U�H�V�H�Q�W�D�W�L�Y�H���7�D�K�L�U���(�I�H�Q�G�L 
�6�F�U�L�E�H���,�V�P�D�L�O���(�I�H�Q�G�L 

�3�D�O�D�Q�N�D 
�*�R�Y�H�U�Q�R�U���0�H�K�P�H�G���$�U�L�I���(�I�H�Q�G�L 
�6�F�U�L�E�H���0�H�K�P�H�G���6�K�H�N�L�U���(�I�H�Q�G�L 

�.�D�þ�D�Q�L�N 
�*�R�Y�H�U�Q�R�U���+�X�V�H�L�Q���+�D�V�D�Q���(�I�H�Q�G�L�� 
�6�F�U�L�E�H���5�X�V�K�G�L���(�I�H�Q�G�L 

�7�D�E�O�H���������1�D�K�L�\�H���R�I�I�L�F�L�D�O�V�����D�F�F�R�U�G�L�Q�J���W�R���W�K�H���S�U�R�Y�L�Q�F�L�D�O���V�D�O�Q�D�P�H�V���R�I���W�K�H���9�L�O�D�\�H�W���R�I���3�U�L�]�U�H�Q����46 

 
In the smallest territorial units, villages, governors were also elected in accordance 

with the regulations prescribed in the Provincial Reform Law. Villages inhabited by the 
population of only one confessional group elected one village elder (muhtar) from the local 
population and the head official confirmed the choice. In mixed villages, two elders of 
different confessions were elected. They were the link between the locals and higher 
instances of power: they collected tax revenue, organized the village police, and mediated 
in resolving village disputes. The law regulated the existence of the councils of elders 
(�ø�K�W�L�\�D�U���P�H�F�O�L�V�L), which had between three and ten members of the locals, with the most 
respectable member being the religious elder, but it is not known if and in what way it 
functioned in practice.47  

 
 

 
45�� �3�9�6�������������������±���������3�9�6�������������������±�������� 
46�� �3�9�6���������������������������������������� 
47�� �$�O�L�þ�L�ü�����������±�������������������±�������� 
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