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Introduction
Albanians in the 14th century constituted a clearly distinct ethnic community in 

the Balkan Peninsula. They were identified as such in the annals o f Western and 
Eastern chancelleries. This development marked the “triumph” o f the internal tenden
cies towards the economic and political unification beyond the feudal separation.1 
Although they did not manage to create a centralist feudal state, they did maintain 
their ethnic unity. The reason behind it was the common ethnic history due to a compact 
territory*, an ancient ethnic past and the common language.

Albanians were ethnically different from the other communities in the region, but 
they shared the same level of development as its neighbours. The geographical fea
tures of the territory gave local and specific characteristics to Albanians’ social and 
economic life. Despite this, from a larger perspective they were part o f a Balkan real
ity and the Adriatic world, and were as prosperous as their neighbours.2

The social stratification
The economic and social conditions o f the Middle Ages were expressed in the 

tripartite schema of medieval society: 
bellatores (nobility), 
oratores (clerics), 
laboratores (workers).3
The medieval communities continued to exist with their functions and autono

mies based on a persisting contractual system. The authority of the prince was strong

1 A. Buda. “Vendi i shqiptareve ne historine evropiane te shekujve VIII-XVIII”, Shkrime Historike, 
vol. I, Akademia e Shkencave e RPS te Shqiperise -  Instituti i Historise, Shtepia Botuese “8 Nentori”. 
Tirane, 1986, p. 62.

* In the 14"’ century territories inhabited by Albanians were called Arbanon or Arbanum by Albanians, 
Raban or Arbania by Slavs, Albanon and Albanian in Latin version and, in the 15th century, Arvanit ili by 
Ottomans, who borrowed this term from Greeks.

2 A. Buda. “Vendi i shqiptareve ne historine evropiane .. . .”, 58-62.
5 J. Le Goff. “Trades and Professions as Represented in Medieval Confessors’ Manuals”, Time, 

Work & Culture in the Middle Ages. The University o f Chicago Press 1980, p. 110.
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and was guaranteed by efficient instruments of control and wide-ranging government 
influence.4 In the pre-Ottoman Balkan society, power, as the most significative factor 
in the social stratification of the medieval societies, was expressed in the opposition 
rich/poor, which reflected the promotion of wealth as the source of consequence of 
power. Measures of time and space were exceptionally important instruments of so
cial domination. Whoever controlled them enjoyed special power over society.5 Mea
suring time during the Middle Ages remained the monopoly o f the powerful, an ele
ment of their power.

The phenomena of social differentiation and state-formation in the Albanian lands 
had its own regional and inter-regional peculiarities. During the 14th century the patriar
chal institutions, like the clan and tribe, were already in decline or disappearing under 
pressure from the process o f territorialization, i.e. the establishment of small territorial 
units and the emergence of the territorial state.6 New territories were conquered and they 
served as starting points for further new advances. Feudal formations include spaces larg
er than the surrounding castles and villages already under the jurisdiction of the cities.

The co-existence o f powerful Albanian families alongside with an archaic ethnic 
organization o f mountainous tribes is o f special significance. The expansion of indi
vidual feudal families was impeded with the assistance of mountainous people, which, 
as a result o f the feudalisation o f the Albanian society, recognized the primacy of 
these powerful families*. However, the formation o f the feudal principalities in the 
second half o f the 14th century depended, to a great extent, on the disintegration of 
Dushan’s Empire.

Principalities in the Albanian lands were founded in most cases using the inherited 
feudal property of powerful Albanian and non-Albanian family-clans. The Serbian State 
helped the quick turning of the pronoia** in West and Southwestern Balkan lands into 
an inheriting and increased the relative share of the hereditary property, bashtina***. 
These changes resulted from the declining influence of the official Byzantine legislative 
tradition and the increasing prevalence of the “Serbian custom” to grant a large number 
of bashtina to feudal families in Balkans.7 While political factors played a decisive role

4 E. F. Guarini. “Center and Periphery”, The Journal o f Modern History, issue supplement: The 
Origins o f the State in Italy (1300-1600). Vol. 67, 1995, p. 90.

5 J. Le Goff. “The Framework o f Time and Space (Tenth to Thirteenth Centuries)”, Medieval 
Civilization, 400 -  1500. Basil Blackwell, 1990, p. 177.

6 P. Hehn. “Man and the State in Serbia from the 14,h to M id-19"’ Century: a Study in Centralist and 
Anti- Centralist Conflict”. Balkan Studies, vol. 27, Xa 1, 1986, p. 10.

* The famous Albanian family o f the Arianiti appeared in the historical annals in the second half of 
13lh century as the head o f a peasant community in a mountainous region, where later, in the 15"' century, 
it will be the dominant power: Shuteriqi, Dh., “Aranitet -  Zoterimet”, Studime per epoken e Skenderbeun, 
vol. II, Akademia e Shkencave e RPS se Shqiperise -  Instituti i Historise. Tirane, 1989, p. 85.

** Landed property o f Byzantine origin, granted in return o f military service.
*** private landed property of Slavic origin in medieval Balkans.
7 H. Matanov. “Problems o f the State Structures in the South-West Balkan Lands During the Second 

Half of the 14lh Century”. Etudes Balkaniques, 1984, X« 1, p. 119.
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in the formation of a certain feudal property, the new owners usually relied on the 
patrimonial conception, which granted them the right to regard their vassal territory as 
their property or to seek kinship ties with the former local owners. This, according to the 
medieval belief, ensured a certain legitimacy of power.8

After the decline o f the Serbian Empire the relationship between the centre and 
periphery was established as an antithesis of the big centralized states. In some cases, 
this trend developed towards local centralization. For example, the Balsha family 
during the second half of the 14th century made considerable efforts to centralize its 
power pursuing the Dushan model and attempted to expand its territories. The course 
of political events in the Albanian lands from 1371/2 to 1385, H. Matanov has argued, 
indicates that the periods of centralization and decentralization o f the Western Balkan 
lands follow each other chronologically.9

After the collapse of the Serbian Empire, the Albanian lands faced a new politi
cal reality. This reality constituted a new quality leading to the abolition or decrease 
of the influence of the norms of a centralized state established in Byzantium during 
the former periods and accepted in general by the South-Eastern medieval states; it is 
clearly seen in the field of titulature and diplomatic. This period constitutes a natural 
stage in the development of European feudal communities as they pass with different 
rates and characteristic features into developed feudalism.10 An interesting case is the 
principality of Vlora-Kanina. Its state structure and high culture contained elements 
adopted from the Orthodox Serbia with the traditions o f the communal structure of 
Valona and a certain degree o f Venetian influence in the ruling system.

The reality where the destiny of place and people was in the hands o f high class, 
C. Jirecek characterized as the time o f nobility and kings; these are the prominent 
‘protagonists’ o f Middle Ages history.11

a. Nobility
The decline of the Byzantine centralist power, from the 11* century onwards, 

opened the way for the natural emergence of the native noble class. The Albanian 
aristocracy, as a peripherical power remote from the centre, was shaped by a difficult 
process of political emancipation. While the Byzantine, Venetian and Serb legal rules 
left their complex traces in the Albanian lowlands, the situation was different in the 
highlands, where the influence of conquerors remained limited.

The big schism of Christianity in 1054 separated Albanians nobles in two camps:
1. Noble families oriented towards the Catholic West, and
2. Noble families oriented towards the Orthodox East

* Ibid.
9 Ibid., p. 121.

Ibid., 123-124.
" “Mbi shqiptaret e trevave veriore dhe verilindore ne kontakte me popullsite sllave”, E verteta 

mbi Kosoven dhe shqiptaret ne Jugosllavi, Akademia e Shkencave e RPS te Shqiperise -  Instituti i 
Historise. Tirane, 1990, p. 135.

162



The chieftains and nobles in the Albanian lands, at the outset o f mixed ethnic 
origin, were probably incorporated in the Western and Eastern political and cultural 
circles only in so far as to gain foreign support in order to consolidate and later to 
increase their political and economic power.

The most striking feature of the Middle Ages was the parcelling out o f the sover
eignty among a host of petty princes or even village lords.12 At first, the nobles en
gaged in constant efforts to augment their own power at the expense of the state and 
dynasty. They were short-sighted people, thoroughly selfish without any notion to 
create and maintain a strong state, since they were occupied only with their family 
and class interest. Every region had a chief, who was subject to no one else, but who 
was always ready to protect or enlarge his territorial proprieties.

After the collapse of the Serbian Empire, the Albanian princes saw themselves 
no less as heirs to the Tsar Stephan Dushan as did the Lazarevic and Brankovic fam
ilies or other Serbian lords during these troubled times.13 Possessing vast estates and 
high official positions in the provincial administration and military, these princes were 
largely responsible for the social and economical development of the Western Bal
kans. Most of the families rose to power and eminence through their armies and by 
using force, and then gradually by consolidating their position. A clear sign that the 
Albanian nobility was becoming politically emancipated and economically strength
ened, was the conflict with Venice and the offering o f trade privileges to Ragusa in the 
second half of the 14th century.14 This nucleus of families gradually expanded their 
territories thus creating independent mini-states and gradually transforming them
selves into local dynasties. From that moment onwards, the Albanian feudal society 
was similar in its legal structure to that of Western Europe. Since the collapse of 
Dushan’s Empire land property was perceived as the “noble inheritance”. The territo
rial extension and the ever increasing strength of the native nobility was expressed in 
the usage of “terra de’ Ducagini” or “terra de’ Zacharia” (territory under the full 
possession of ... family).15 Land property became the main source of the family’s 
pride, honour and power in Albania, as it happened in Bosnia and other mountainous 
Balkan areas. One should not forget that only a small percentage of the soil was ara

12 M. Bloch. Feudal Society, vol. I, Routledge & Kegan Paul LTD. London 1975, p. XVIII. The 
process of social and economic differentiation amongst Albanian society had already advanced when 
Western Albanian lands entered under the reign of the French royal family of Angevines (1272). The 
French rulers address the Albanian nobility as: “comités et barones (et feudarii) regni Albanie”; M. 
Sufflay. Serbet dhe Shqiptaret. Rilindja, Prishtine, 1968, p. 222-3. By saying that we can not claim that 
the process o f social and political differentiation among Albanian society was already completed until 
the beginning of 14Jh century: Burime te zgjedhuraper historine e Shqiperise, vol. II (VIII-XV centuries), 
Universiteti Shteteror i Tiranes -  Instituti i Historise dhe Gjuhesise. Tirane, 1962, p. 159.

13 A. K. Rozman. “Sources Concerning the Conflict Between Balsha and Venice (1396-1421)”, The 
Mediaeval Albanians, National Hellenic Research Foundation -  Institute for Byzantine Research. Athens, 
1998, p. 261.

14 Burime te zgjedhura per historine e Shqiperise, vol. II, p. 180-2, 184-8.
15 M. Sirdani. “Pulti c Dukagjini”, Hylli i Dr i tes, Jfe 4, 1934, p. 189.
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ble, even under the best conditions. Land became o f particularly high value.16
Albanian nobility used intensively a titulature* of Byzantine, Latin and Slavic 

origins accompanied by the golden seal and a throne embroidered with the imperial 
emblems in pearls. Albanian nobility was totally incorporated in the regional dynastic 
marriages.17 Local principalities gradually took on the character o f a feudal dynasty 
using Greek, Latin and Slavic as the official languages of correspondence in their 
courts.18 These languages enjoyed the prestige attendant upon Albanian; they were 
used almost exclusively by the governmental and ecclesiastical institutions, as well as 
during the commercial intercourses.

The Albanian aristocracy had fallen under the influence o f the Italian humanism. 
In the first sources written by Albanians, as in the Latin tradition, the family roots of 
Albanian nobility needed to be connected to famous classical Helenic/Greek or Roman 
families or distinguished historical personalities.'9 For example, Karl Thopia was 
very proud of his family roots, which linked him with the French imperial family 
(domo Franciae).20

In Christendom, the existence of two authorities goes back to the founder:
1. God (Sacerdotium) 2. Caesar (Regnum)**
They were always two main forces, the spiritual and the temporal one.21 The 

emperor was the God-appointed ruler and protector o f the Christian world, while 
powerless secular rulers completed their feeble resources with the power of the churches 
and saints. All the feudal authorities had relics in their crowns and around their necks.

16 /. Andric. The Development of Spiritual Life in Bosnia Under the Influence o f Turkish Rule. 
Duke University Press, 1990, p. 18.

* Due to long Byzantine rule Albanian aristocracy used titles o f Byzantine titulature like despot, 
(Balsha and Gjin Bue Shpata), sevastocrator (Gjin Zenebishi) and comes. During the Norman and Angevin 
reigns, Albanian nobles used titles o f Latin origin, like barones, nobiles and feudatarii. Later, under the 
influence o f Serbian court they used titles such as zhupan and vojvoda: S. Qirkoviq. “Pasqyre e 
marredhenieve Serbo-Shqiptare prej ardhjes se sllaveve deri ne fund te shek. XV”, Perparimi, N2 1, 
1956, p. 21.

17 G. Musacchio. “Breve memoria de li discendenti de nostra casa Musachi”. -  In: Hopf, Ch., 
Chmniques greco-romanes, inedites ou peu connues. Paris, 1873, 270-340: these marriages were made 
purely for the purpose o f political-military alliances or in order to protect the balance o f power in the 
region. In other words, they were entirely feudal/aristocratic in character, and were one o f the most 
important signs showing the level o f feudalization of Albanian nobility and its integration in the inter
regional feudal life.

18 M. Sufflay. Serbet dhe Shqiptaret, Rilindja, Prishtine, 1968, p. 234-5.
19 Ibid., p. 235; A. Buda. “Pse flamuri yne e ka shqiponjen me dy krere”, Studime per Epoken e 

Skenderbeut, vol. Ill, Akademia e Shkencave e RPS te Shqiperise -  Instituti i Historise. Tirane, 1989, p. 72.
2,1 Burime te zgjedhuraper historine e Shqiperise, vol. II, p. 183.1 think that it would be enough to 

mention the names of the famous Albanian families Dukagjini and A ri an iti-Komneni in order to show the 
powerful links between Albanian aristocracy and Western/Eastern nobility.

** The Sacerdotium is concern with divine matters. The Regnum (or Imperium) presides over 
mortals, secular matters.

21 B. Lewis. The Political Language of Islam. The University o f Chicago Press, 1988, p. 2.
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In their relic collections lay the safety of the state; thereby compensating for their 
powerlessness before the man and nature.22

Even in the Late Byzantine period the Orthodox Church apparatus was closely 
intertwined with the political life in the peninsula. As Byzantium declined, the Bulgar
ians (Ohri) and Serbs (Pec) set up their states and acquired their own patriarchies. Actu
ally in the Balkans there existed three political entities and Orthodox Patriarchies, which 
were national-political churches.23 The relationship between the relevant states and 
churches were the same as the relationship between the state and the church in Byzan
tium. The Byzantine emperor in the Eastern Christendom held total political and jurid
ical power, and he was considered the only leader o f the spiritual life o f the empire. The 
high ecclesiastical authorities were merely a part o f the state bureaucracy.24 In this way, 
the Orthodox churches in the Balkans in the pre-Ottoman period were gradually inte
grated into the relevant states, thus becoming indivisibly united to them.

The Albanian landlords managing their principalities independently often changed 
the official religion not because they consciously wanted to modify their belief, but 
because by so doing they hoped to be assisted from the West in order to strength their 
fragile political positions. But if  the international political situation changed, the Al
banians lords could easily revise their religious position in accordance with their prag
matic interests. In the first half of the 14th century they asked the Pope for Western aid 
against the Serbian Empire.25 Such a request should not be interpreted as indicating 
that the Albanians were completely devoted to the Catholic faith; rather, they were 
against the centralist authority of the Serbian Empire, whom they considered as a 
serious obstacle to their political emancipation.

The laity did not feel itself injured by the intellectual superiority o f the clergy. 
Mostly, the lay and clergy acted together in substantial harmony, because they needed 
each other. The lay authority needed divine support to legitimize its power in the eyes 
of the common people. Nonetheless, the substantial harmony between them had its 
own limits, especially regarding the issues of authority sharing and power checking. 
The Papal excommunication* deprived nobles o f the daily means o f  salvation and 
sending them off to a place where sacrality and the church were ineffective.26 This

22 R. W. Southern. Western Society and the Church in the Middle Ages. Penguin Books, 1990, 
pp. 30-1.

23 S. Jr. Vryonis. “Religious Changes and Patterns in the Balkans, 14,h—16"* Centuries”, Aspects o f 
the Balkans Continuity and Change (Contribution to the International Balkan Conference held at UCLA, 
October 23-28, 1969), eds. H. Bimbaum -  Sp. Vryonis, Jr., Mouton, 1972, p. 153.

24 L. Hadrovics. Lepeuple serbe et son eglise sous la domination turque, Les presses universitaires 
de France 1947, p. 37-8; A. Grabianski. “Due chiese, due destini. Saggio di sintesi della storia delle 
Chiese Ortodossa e Cattolica Romana nei Balkani Occidental!”, L 'Europa Orientate, Ns 5-6, Roma, 
1939, pp. 245-68.

25 P. Xhufi. “Heretike shqiptare ne mbreterine mesjetare serbe”, E verteta mbi Kosoven dhe shqiptaret 
ne Jugosttavi, Akademia e Shkencave e RPS te Shqiperise -  Instituti i Historise. Tirane, 1990, p. 106-7.

* The exlusion o f a person or a country from the benefits o f the sacraments.
26 J. Le Goff. “Introduction”, p. 24.
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was an extreme case of spatial and religious marginalisation.
In the 14th century, the Albanian hinterland was separated in two Orthodox juris

dictions:
1. The Orthodox Church of Ohri (Ohrid), founded by Bulgarian kings, and
2. The Orthodox Church of Peja (Pec) established by Stephan Dushan.

While the Albanian coastal lands, especially after 1204 (the interregnum in Byz
antine Empire) Orthodoxy became part of the Venetian rule and remained strongly 
influenced by the Papacy. Conversely, the authority of native lay power was emanci
pated politically and economically in hard circumstances from long foreign rules. 
Although for common people the identification o f an outer spiritual and religious 
ruler was not so indispensable, the native seigneur was firmly fighting to gain politi
cal strength in order to acquire the position of God-crowned ruler.

Admittedly, we should remember that there was the religious authority that ac
knowledged the power o f native seigneurs over local churches and common people as 
part o f the divine order o f things. In the documents concerning pre-Ottoman Albania, 
the high provincial religious authority, like an Orthodox metropolitan or a Catholic 
archbishop, always held second place after the king or the local seigneurs.27

The Albanian nobility made an amphibious life; it was religiously and culturally 
the most unstable stratum of the Albanian society. It was a protagonist of a double 
religious and cultural emancipation. Its position changed in accordance with the politi
cal and military situation in the country. Their “faith” followed the vicissitudes of their 
political interests. Albanian local lords tried to adapt themselves to the temporary inter
national situation. Such spiritual/religious oscillations, which in fact were of political 
character after all, prevented the Catholic-Orthodox clashes from taking a violent form.

One of the first acts of the Balsha brothers, following their detachment from the 
rule of King Urosh was converting to Catholicism and institutionalizing a direct com
munication link with the Pope and the entire Catholic world.28 They did so in 1369. But 
suddenly, they demanded the Pope to send his representatives to the Catholic bishoprics 
in Albania. By this time, the Balshas began to use the Latin titulature instead of the 
Slavic one.29 Following the battle of Marica ((pirmen) in 1371, they extended their 
territories even to Kosovo. The city of Prizren played the role of their administrative 
centre in this region. Having converted to Catholicism, the Balshas neutralised the strength 
of the Serb Orthodoxy in Kosovo using the influence of the Orthodox Church of Ohri 
(Bulgarian) and of the Orthodox metropolitan of Durres (Byzantine Orthodox).30

27 Burime te zgjedhura per Historine e Shqiperise, vol. II, pp. 108, 144.
28 F. Lenormant. Turcs et Monténégrins, Didier & Ce, Libraires -  Éditeurs. Paris, 1866, p. 11 : in the 

pages 279-80 o f this book is found the letter o f Pope Urban V addressed to Balsha brothers due to their 
conversion to Catholicism. In this letter the Pope recommends the Balshas to protect the native Catholic 
people of the region under their rule.

29 P. Bogdani. “Kosova ne shtetin feudal shqiptar te Balshajve”, E verteta mbi Kosoven dhe shqiptaret 
ne Jugosllavi, Akademia e Shkencave e RPS te Shqiperise -  Instituti i Historise. Tirane, 1990, pp. 112-3.

30 Ibid., p. 117.
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The Balshas were among the few rare Albanian noble families who understood 
that building an Albanian State meant the unification of all Albanian lands from 
Akrokeraunian Mountains* to Kosovo. The Kastriotes were the only ones to understand 
this logic following the Balshas in the 15th century.31

In the second half of the 14"' century the most important part of the Albanian 
aristocracy were favourable towards Catholicism. The same phenomenon can be seen 
in Bosnia.32 Every political step found its reflection in the religious field. But how 
much were the Albanian lords followed in their political manoeuvres by the common 
people?

We have to argue that common people are conservative and only under very strong 
oppression and in a long run they could change their religion. On the contrary, nobil
ity was very elastic. To differentiate themselves from the Serbian dynasty and to spread 
easier their rule under the Albanian ethnic territories, the Balshas left Orthodoxy in 
favour o f Catholicism. What the Balshas brothers had done was a pragmatic step in 
order to adapt their faith to that of the majority of native population. Secondly, the 
position o f the Orthodox Church in Kosovo was seriously damaged under the reign of 
Balshas. Gjergj Balsha I in 1375 and his nephew Gjergj Balsha II in 1385 were the lay 
authorities who presided the Orthodox congregations in Prizren.33

The strong relationship between lay and religious authorities tells the fact that in 
the pre-Ottoman period we see members of noble families, who had dedicated them
selves to religious life.34 The members of native Albanian nobility, who dedicated 
themselves to a divine life and attained to penetrate in the high ranks o f clerical hier
archy in Albania, had a special mission. Firstly, their election was a direct conse
quence of the growing political power of the Albanian noble families, so in return, 
they might be ready to justify the political ambitions of their families, conducting 
some action unacceptable with their status. Secondly, sometimes they carried the 
thoughts o f the lay authority to the religious doctrine in order to be more understand
able for the believers.35

* Akrokeraunian is the antique name o f the littoral highlands situated between Vlora (Karaburun 
Peninsula) and Gjirokastra.

11 A. Ducellier. “Genesis and Failure o f the Albanian State in the 14th—15th centuries”, Studies on 
Kosova, eds. A. Pipa -  S. Repishti, East European Monographs-Boulder, Columbia University Press. 
New York, 1984, p. 10.

32 King Stjepan Kotromanic, even though was himself an Orthodox, endorsed the spread o f Catho
licism by Franciscans. Tvrtko I converted from Orthodoxy to Catholicism, while Stjepan Tomas accepted 
the Catholic faith in 1444:1. Andric. The Development o f Spiritual Life in Bosnia..., p. 5-6.

33 P. Bogdan/.“Kosova ne shtetin feudal shqiptar te Balshajve”, p. 114.
34 Dominic Thopia was enrolled in the Dominican Order o f friars in 1360: M. Sujflay. Şerbet dhe 

Shqiptaret, Rilindja, Prishtine, 1968, p. 217-9. Pjeter Zacharia, a member o f the noble family o f Zacharia 
was elected bishop o f Sapa (Sabatensis) and Dagna (Dagnensis) in 1390. He was probably the mediator 
in the establishment o f relations between the Pope and the Zacharia family. The Hermolaj family gave six 
bishops to the Sapa bishopric: G. Gurakuqi. Dieçezi i Sapes (1291-1941), Shtypshkonja “Zonja e 
Paperlyeme”. Shkoder, 1943, p. 21,38.

35 P. A7ii///.“Ndjenja fetare ne Shqiperi gjate mesjetes”, Studime Historike, Ns 1-4, 1994, p. 7.
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After the collapse of Stephan Dushan’s empire and the rise of the Albanian 
principalities, we observe some attempts to build religious buildings in order to create 
a Christian church, which would reflect the national characteristics and the mental 
behaviour o f the Albanians. It was an enterprise similar to the one that Serbs and 
Bulgarians did centuries before. Such an initiative testifies to the level of political and 
economic emancipation of the Albanian aristocracy. The most distinguished step was 
undertaken by Karl Thopia. He rebuilt the Orthodox monastery o f  Saint John 
Vladimir?* near Elbasan between 1381-1383.36 John Vladimir is the only non-Alba
nian lay ruler reigning in the Albanian lands, canonized by the Albanian Christian 
Church in the pre-Ottoman times.37 Such an act is well-known particularly among the 
Serbs, but they always sanctified own historical personages of their history.38 Such 
examples reflected not only the historical consciousness o f the Balkan people, but 
also the guidelines o f their moral and mental behaviour. The traditional Balkan societies 
determined the relationship with God throughout the death and martyrdom. Such a 
religious and philosophical idea in the Balkans meant that without death there is no 
resurrection and that without suffering and destruction there cannot be freedom, 
personal or national.39 These kinds of cults absorbed by the national churches served 
as an institution that played a crucial role in unifying territories inhabited by people 
with a common language and ethnic past.

Such a reality reveals the position of the lay authority compared to clergy and 
what kind of relationship exists between them when political reasons necessitated.

* Saint John Vladimir (died 1016) has been a Serbian prince o f Dukla (a medieval region, which 
involved Shkodra region and Montenegro with city o f Shkodra as a permanent center). In 1215, his 
bones were taken from despot of Epirus, Michail Comnen, from a church near Shkodra and brought them 
to Durres. Later they were buried again in a place near the Shkumbin River. In the 14th- !  5th centuries this 
figure was canonized and took an important place in the religious life o f Albanians, Slavs and Greeks. 
Until fifty years ago the church near Shkodra was visited by Catholic, Orthodox people and Muslims 
(they are native population islamized during the Ottoman period). For details on the events how this 
political figure was converted to a saint, see M. Sufflay. Serbet dhe Shqiptaret, Rilindja, Prishtine, 1968, 
p. 196-8.

36 Th. Popci. “Materialet epigrafike kishtare te vendit si burime per historine e kultures se popullit 
tone”, Konferenca e Pare e Studimeve Albanologjike (15-21 nendor 1962), Universiteti Shteteror i Tiranes 
-  Instituti i Historise dhe Gjuhesise. Tirane, 1965, p. 568: Karl Thopia, according to the inscription 
founded in this monastery, had enlarged this building compared to its state before the earthquake. For a 
translation in Albanian of this interesting inscription written in three major languages o f that time (medieval 
Latin, Byzantine Greek and medieval Slavic) see the critical edition, Th. Popa. Mbishkrime te kishavene 
Shqiperi, Akademia e Shkencave e Shqiperise -  Instituti i Historise. Tirane, 1998, p. 50-52.

17 P. Xhufi. “Ndjenja fetare ne Shqiperi gjate mesjetes”, p.10.
38 The Serbian prince Lazar Hrebljanovic, who was murdered in the battle o f Kosovo in 1389, one or 

two years later, was sanctified by high ranks of Serbian Orthodox Church and started an organized work to 
spread his cult. His bones were transported from Prishtina to the Monastery of Ravenica built by Lazar 
himself: L. Malltezi. Beteja e Fushe-Kosoves dhe Shqiptaret, 1389, Eurorilindja. Tirane, 1998, p. 19.

39 R. Samardzic. “Some Thoughts about the Historical Destiny o f Serbs”, Scholar, Patriot, Mentor: 
Historical Essays in Honour of Dimitrije Djordjevic, eds. R.B. Spence -  L. L. Nelson, East European 
Monographs, Boulder. New York, 1992, p. 150.
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We should always bear in mind that the 14th century, was a period o f violent social 
change as well as o f intellectual ferment.40 The feudal seigneur, to whom the peasant 
belonged or the tribe was bound up, is an important factor deciding the medieval 
identity o f common people.

b. Peasantry and Tribes
The peasant was primarily a worker always threatened by poor yields and agri

culture’s fragility before the threats of nature. In a time when nobility enjoyed control 
over everything, the peasant seldom appears in texts and documents.

The village population in the pre-Ottoman Albania was not obviously bound by 
kinship (bloody) connections. It has been inhabited by people of different tribal ori
gin. So, the peasant’s fiscal and social life was strictly depended on his lord and rural 
community. The demographic situation of the rural population changed radically 
moving up from lowlands to highlands. In the mountainous, called katun, the kinship 
ties of the people were more visible.

The earliest form of rent in the Albanian lands, like in the other regions o f the 
Balkan Peninsula, was a rent paid in the form o f manorial labor, the corvée. The 
medieval peasant, in general, owed labour service to lord, but he was also burdened 
by dues in coin and by other feudal obligations. Paroikos?* must achieve a corvée 
service with personal oxen, which took often two or three days a week. This form of 
rent** had been kept in force until the fall o f the Balkans into the hands o f  the 
Ottomans.41 Interdiction in the law code of Stephan Dushan against participation in 
or the organization of peasant assemblies as a crime punishable by branding on the 
face or ear lopping probably, according to Jirecek, refers more to assemblies o f 
commoners meeting to conspire against the nobility.42

Albanians, conditioned by their long foreign conquests, regarded mountains as a 
stable territory, where resources of life were insufficient, but where they felt safe. “The 
growing physical isolation of a people who were scattered enough ... could not have 
remained without consequence for the cultural and moral development of any person”.43 
Although each tribe had its territory, it was not land that bounded the members o f a tribe

40 K. M. Setton. The Papacy and The Levant (1204-15 7 1), vol. I (13th—14‘h centuries), The American 
Philosophical Society, 1976, p. 173.

* The Greek name for peasant in the Byzantine Empire.
** For more on the corvée (angharia) and the taxation o f Albanian rural population under the 

Venetian rule in the second half o f the 14lh -  the beginning o f the 15,h century see, G. Valentini. “Appunti 
sul Regime degli Stabilimenti Veneti in Albania nel Secolo XIV e XV”, Studi Veneziani, vol. VIII, 1966, 
pp. 257-60.

41 N. Filipovic. “A Contribution to the Problem of Islamization in the Balkan under the Ottoman 
Rule”, Ottoman Rule in the Middle Europe and Balkan in the 16,h and 17'h Centuries, Papers presented at 
the 9lh Joint Conference o f the Czechoslovak -  Jugoslav Historical Committee, Publishing House o f the 
Czechoslovak Academy o f Sciences. Prague, 1978, p. 330.

42 P. Hehn. “Man and the State in Serbia . . p. 7.
431. Andric. The Development of Spiritual Life in Bosnia .... p. 25.
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but the link of blood. Kinship instinct is far stronger than law.44 The forms of Albanian 
tribal conservatism are poor in the geographically closed mountainous areas.

The smallest nucleus unit o f the Albanian society is the family.*5 The term “land”, 
as property of a family, might be defined as all the territories which must be spread 
among the brothers once they decide to go their own ways. These remained undivided, 
common property for the common use of the brothers.46 Separation ruins a family. In 
the course o f time families split up and a number o f new brotherhoods (vellazeri) 
were formed. The agglomeration o f brotherhoods then constituted a kin (gjini). Several 
kin united to form a tribe (fis).47

The head of a family was not the absolute owner o f the land, but the chief mem
ber of his family. A man could be an elder not only in the literal sense, but also as a 
legal personage. In each family there was a patriarchal system o f government, with 
one-man master o f the house and everybody else subordinate to him.

The governing bodies in the tribal areas were the General and Partial Assemblies. 
In non-tribal areas there were the regional or village assemblies.48 The tribe is a group 
o f persons related by blood who unite voluntarily for mutual aid and protection. So 
necessary is some sort o f  tribal discipline that in the tribe-law the tribe is the most 
important element and the individual means almost nothing. Each member of a house
hold or tribe was encouraged to regard everything in the tribe and everything said and 
did in it as his own. The close relationship between the individual and the community 
was also a curb to internal dictatorship. The weakness of centralist power o f  conquer
or states marked a good opportunity for Albanians to abandon their kin, so they could 
live a freer life with less moral burdens and strong restrictions. The elders voiced, but 
did not dictate, popular sentiment.49 Although in its primitive way it was really a 
government of the people, by the people, for the people,50 the geographic isolation 
bred a fierce individualism in each community-tribe. Tribal officials, particularly the 
elders (house-lord) had more authority to act on behalf o f their community than had 
the temporary headmen in non-tribal district.51 These were all o f one blood. Such an 
organization on the bases of blood scaled down the individual in the second place.

In this context, the tribe in the highlands and family in the lowlands constitute a 
social unity, which, to a great extent, replaces the concept and vacuum of state forma
tion for the Albanians.52

44 M. E. Durham. Some Tribal Origins Laws and Customs o f the Balkans, George Allen & Unwin 
Ltd. London, 1928, p. 15.

45 Rr. Zojzi. “Fisi si njesi politike: fisi shtet”, Hylli i Drites, JT» 5, 1944, p. 60.
46 M. Hasluck. The Unwritten Law in Albania, ed. J. H. Hutton, Cambridge Univ. Press, 1954, p. 54.
47 Rr. Zojzi. Op. cit, p. 89; M. Hasluck. The Unwritten Law in Albania, p. 131.
48 M  Hasluck. Op. cit., 154-156.
49 Ibid., p. 11.
50 Ibid.
51 Ibid., p. 165.
52 F. Konica. Shqiperia -  kopshti shkembor i Evropes Juglindore. -  In: Vepra, eds. N. Jorgaqi -  Xh. 

Lloshi, Shtepia Botuese ‘Naim Frasheri’. Tirane, 1993, p. 436.
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Society in the Albanian soil is patrilineal, because ‘a man has blood, and a wom
an kin’.53 In other words, a man has a pedigree, and a woman comes from everywhere 
and has no pedigree. A woman cannot inherit land. A married daughter has no right 
whatsoever regarding her father’s property; she no longer belongs to his “house”.54 
The marriage was arranged by the head of the house.55 The child is the descendant of 
his father. Since the Unwritten Law (kanun) forbade her to have any intercourse with 
the outside world until she became old, she stayed at home to work while her husband 
realized contacts with the outer world. Women in most lands cling more tightly to old 
beliefs and practices than do the men. They have had less opportunities for contact 
with the world outside their own houses and with new ideas.56 So, women, as usual in 
the highland Balkan regions, constitute a conservative force. Women, during medi
eval time, were defined as “wives, widows, or maids” . While she was enforced to be 
faithful to her husband and live under his authority, she found only limited compensa
tions in love for her children. Woman was the victim of constraints that kinship and 
family had imposed upon the emergence of women as individuals gifted with a jurid
ical, moral and economic personality of their own. In documents o f the Middle Ages, 
which were products of a male-dominated society, women’s voices are seldom heard, 
and the few that come through are usually limited to the upper reaches of the upper
most social levels. We have to emphasize that the woman was an object of fundamen
tal importance in marriage alliances among the feudal aristocracy.

The fls  is a mobile unit, never completely static. “Politics, Albanians understood 
instinctively. Besides, where there is no law, all human relationships are understood 
in terms o f the struggle for power, which underlies them and which is the stuff of 
politics. The life of clans was indeed a great school o f realpolitik",57

The kinship-tribal organization in the highlands of Albania, Montenegro and 
Herzegovina is conserved and elaborated on the principles o f high morality and pro
found ethnic traditions. This special form of Balkan patriarchalism was a developed 
or perhaps a perfect stage of the patriarchal society”.58

While in the villages of lowlands there are feudal relations, in the highlands there 
is a set o f traditional unwritten rules and customs (later under the pressure of Ottoman 
terminology it was called kanun), particularly influenced by the Byzantine and Serbi
an codes, which arranged the life of mountaineers. It is interesting to note that the 
number of kanuns in use converges with the number of mountainous-ethnographic 
zones in Albanian lands. These kanuns were modified in different zones, but were in 
force through all the North Albanian Mountains for both Moslem and Christians.

53 M. Hasluck. The Unwritten Law in Albania* p. 25.
54 M. E. Durham. Some Tribal Origins Laws p. 74.
55 Ibid., p. 148.
56 Ibid., p. 164.
57 J. Emery. Sons o f the Eagle, Macmillan & CO.LTD. London, 1948, p. 11.
58 J. Cvijic. Lapéninsula balkanique, géographie humaine, Librairie Armand Colin. Paris, 1918,

p. 30.
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Consciousness of a common past, after all, is a powerful supplement to other 
ways of defining who “we” are. An oral tradition, sometimes almost undifferentiated 
from the practical wisdom embodied in language itself, is that all people need a stable 
social universe; in-group boundaries are self-evident. Group solidarity is always main
tained, at least partly, by exporting psychic frictions across the frontiers, projecting 
animosities onto foes in order to enhance collective cohesion within the group it- 
self.59

Since the time of Roman expansion Albanians had left the lowlands withdrawing 
to mountains in order to avoid the waves of coercive conquest and their acculturation 
influences. Therefore, the landscape, which has made almost impossible the opportu
nity for state formation, forced the Albanians to take a hostile attitude towards the 
conquerors.60 We should always remember that the conflicts do not emerge from dif
ferences, but from pretensions of superiority.61

At the time when land was the most valuable element o f life, from which almost 
the whole society produced its livelihood, the chief chronological point of reference 
was a rural one.62

In this context, the religion of common people (peasant or tribe) labelled “popu
lar”, but that the church qualified as “superstitions” was primarily common people’s 
piety. This meant that the peasant, numerically in the majority in a society anchored to 
the land, was marginal in respect to the dominant culture and ideology.63 Albanians 
were “ne pure latini, neque pure scismatici” (Albanians are not entirely Catholics, nor 
entirely Orthodox),64 says an anonymous Western traveller, who passed through the 
Albanian lands in 1308, while another Western traveller in 1332 considered Alba
nians so Catholics, as Orthodoxies.65

Although in the Late Middle Ages the tensions between Catholicism (Vatican) 
and Orthodoxy (Constantinople) apparently increased, among the Albanians it never 
took radical forms. It is not possible to talk in medieval Albania about religious fanat

59 W. McNeill. “Mythistory, or Truth, Myth, History, and Historians”, The American Historical 
Review, vol. 91, issue 1, Supplement to vol. 91 (Feb., 1986), pp. 4, 7.

60 The key image is the design of houses according to the geographic conditions and their defense. 
For that reason, the comfort of kulla (the house of mountaineer) remains secondary. In general, it is 
fortified and is built at an altitude that makes it difficult for enemies to reach: E. Çabej. Shqiptaret midis 
perenclimit dhe lindjes, MCM. Tirane, 1994, p. 25.

61 I. Tekeli. “Tarihyazıcılıöı ve Öteki Kavrami Üzerine Düşünceler”, Tarih Eğitimi ve Tarihte “Öteki” 
Sorunu, 2. Uluslararası Tarih Kongresi, 8-10 Haziran 1995, İstanbul, Tarih Vakfı Yurt Yayınları, 1998, p. 5.

62 J. Le Goff. “The Framework of Time and Space .. .”, p. 177.
63 Idem., “Introduction”, p. 14.
64 O. Gorka. “Anonymi Descriptio Europae Orientalis”, Burime te zgjedhura per historine e 

Shqiperise, vol. II, p. 111.
65 A. Ducellier. La façade maritime de l ’Albanie au moyen age, Institute for Balkan Studies. 

Thessaloniki, 1981, p. 436-7. For more details on the chronicles and rapports o f Westerners on the 
religious situations in Albania and the conflict between Serbian Orthodoxy and Papal Catholicism, see£ 
Xhufi. “Heretike shqiptare ne mbreterine mesjetare serbe”, E verteta mbi Kosoven dhe shqiptaret ne 
Jugosllavi, Akademia e Shkencave e RPS te Shqiperise -  Instituti i Historise. Tirane, 1990, p. 100.

172



icism and intolerance. In contrast, there are a lot o f facts, which testify to the religious 
symbioses o f the two churches.66

Religion among the Albanians drew its strength from folk songs and epic narra
tion rather than from church canons and books. In a traditional society, such as the 
Albanian society, the former was more deeply rooted in the people’s heart than the 
latter. The performance of religious duties were matters of habit, tradition, social 
custom or superstition. Even in the 15,h century the religious and cultural life of the 
Albanians was nothing more than a local/ regional heritage and continuity of the Mid
dle Ages, where a clear demarcation line existed between the “high” culturdcanoni
cal religion of native aristocracy and the”low” culturdpopular religion of the com
mon people. Religious belief or creed in the spirit of commoners never caused ten
sion. It was more or less a kind of acceptance of a set of traditions. The absence of a 
speculative theology and of a rational explication of religious dogmas is another con
sequence o f the spiritual life of the Albanians like in the other Christian peoples of the 
region. If  the Albanians did not developed an original theological literature this hap
pened because they did not need it; on the contrary, since the end of the 15th century 
Albanians wrote a hagiographic literature, which filled their epic (or humanistic) needs 
better describing the life of their famous historical personalities.

Nevertheless, in the 14th century classic patriarchal institutions like tribe and their 
urban centres (katuns) were seriously rescued from the pressure o f territorialization, 
urbanization and the formation o f the territorial feudal principalities.

c. Cities and City-Dwellers
The Medieval City was an important urban and economic centre for the sur

rounding territory, but it strictly depended on the economic resources of the hinter
land.

Due to the geographical features of the Albanian hinterland we do not see such 
big cities as in the Adriatic coastal land, except for the Albanian cities which enjoyed 
special geopolitical and commercial importance, like Prizren. Durres (Drag in Turk
ish), thanks to its location on the axe of the Rome -  Constantinople road, was a healthy 
and important urban centre of the Adriatic basin; having a population of 25.000 in
habitants, it was one of the big cities of the 14lh century.67

A medieval city was made up of two main parts: 1. civitas (part o f city within the 
walls) 2. districtus (parts outside the walls). Its heart was the marketplace.

It was the city that changed the medieval man. It restricted his family environ
ment, but enlarged the network of communities in which he participated. The city- 
dweller learned dependence from the local market and international trade. The new 
world of trade had no longer place for the sacred world of chieftains or seigneurs.

66 M. Sufflay. Serbet dhe Shqiptaret, Rilindja, Prishtine, 1968, p. 192.
67 History7 of Albania, vol. I, eds. S. Islami -  K. Frasheri, Universiteti Shteteror i Tiranes -  Instituti 

i Historise dhe Gjuhesise. Tirane, 1959, p. 217.
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The urban population of the cities was a complex of small cells, o f family nuclei 
o f limited numbers. The city-dwellers lived primarily among neighbours and friends. 
The people of cities had a number of meeting places, among which the church was a 
strong pole o f attraction.

The city-dweller benefited from a wide range of opportunities for integration 
offered by the city. For example, he enjoyed full right of being the citizen o f the city, 
in accordance with the city’s statutes. Before the Ottoman invasion, at the beginning 
of the 15"’ century, almost all whole Albanian cities of the coastal land administratively 
were commune?* and possessed their own statutes.68 The city-dwellers considered 
themselves “free citizens” and always demanded from the Western and Eastern 
foreigner rulers to be recognized as the holders of this status.69 City-dwellers also 
wanted to regain the liberty o f emigration and immigration enjoyed before the Venetian 
rule at the turn of 14Ul century.70 Venice officially recognized their rights and statutes. 
These conditions were very attractive also to Albanians living in hinterland regions. 
Because of this, the littoral Albanian cities were transformed into refuges for all people 
fleeing the Ottoman attacks or regions already under the Ottoman rule.71

The foreign rules had always recognized the immunities, liberties of emigration, 
exemptions from taxation and other privileges of the Albanian cities. Moreover, they 
recognized the status and privileges of several cities or the protection and privileges 
o f an Albanian noble in his territories.72 The littoral cities because of their strategic, 
commercial importance and prosperity during the second half o f the 14th century and 
the first half o f the 15lh century constituted a potential subject for the hostility be
tween Venice and local seigneurs.73

But, after the establishment of the Venetian rule in the 90’s of the 14th century, 
the Venetian documents witness a kind of shared power between the Venetian and 
communal authorities or native seigneurs.74 Almost all the Venetian conquests of Al
banian cities have the character of agreements. Albanian seigneurs managed to pro
tect an important part o f their territorial properties and some special rights in the coast

* Commune is a form of city organization in Medieval West.
68 Burime te zgjedhura per historine e Shqiperise, vol. II, p. 176; The statutes o f cities played the 

same role like the kanun among highlander Albanians: E. Rossi. “Saggio sul Dominio Turco e 
PIntroduzione dellTslam in Albania”, Rivista d'Albania, XXI, anno 111 -  fasc., dicembre 1942, p. 210. 
Indeed, Stephan Dushan’s law-book (Zakonik) is largely based on the statutes of Budua and other Adriatic 
coast-towns: W. Miller. “The Medieval Serbian Empire”, Essays on the Latin Orient, Cambridge at the 
University Press 1921, p. 451-2.

64 G. Valentini. “Appunti sul Regime degli Stabilimenti Veneti in Albania nel Secolo XIV e XV”, 
Studi Veneziani, vol. VIII, 1966, p. 235.

70 Ibid., p. 235.
71 Ibid., p. 236.
72 Burime te zgjedhura per historine e Shqiperise, vol. II, pp. 108-9.
71 Ibid., pp. 169-71. For more details on the attitude o f Venice towards the Albanian littoral on the 

eve and during the Ottoman invasion, see G. Valentini. “Appunti sul Regime degli...”, p. 224-6.
74 G. Valentini. Op. cit.
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cities, actually under the protection of Venice. They obtained the right to take refuge 
in these Adriatic cities or Venetian territories if they were seriously threatened by the 
Ottomans, and took considerable amounts of money in the form of subvention. Venice 
gave also large guaranties to the Albanian people of hinterland that it would protect 
them from the Ottoman attacks. The clauses of agreements determined exactly the 
limited competencies o f the Venetian authorities in the solution of fiscal and juridical 
issues. Additionally, Venice recognized the local statutes, and the freedom o f native 
population for migration and trade.75

In the midst o f the 14th century Albania was totally integrated in the economic 
orbit o f the Adriatic world, commanded by two strong commercial city-states: Venice 
and Ragusa.76 The economic prosperity of the Albanian cities in the second half of 
the 14,h century, especially of those located along the Adriatic coastal land, trans
formed these cities into centres of local intelligence with a considerable number of 
teachers, clergy, architects, musicians, and painters. Some of them were known too in 
different city-states of Italy and the Adriatic world. While the level of economic pros
perity determined the intellectual productivity of the Albanian medieval city,77 there 
was the Catholic Church that played an important role in the integration and, rather, 
unification o f the religious conscience across the cities of the Adriatic world.

The Church in the city contributed to the coherence of behaviour by elaborating 
a body of canon law and a theological-moral theory of usury.78 We should not ever 
forget that the city-dweller was a member of one or more confratemities/brotherhoods, 
organizations, which patched up quarrels and protected their members. These 
organizations, called guilds, meant such professional formations, where the professional 
consciousness of its members was shaped under the pressure of the corporate spirit 
and the confratemital/religious spirit. The guilds magnified their occupations by having 
their saintly protectors portrayed in the practice o f a given profession with its tools 
and other symbols o f the trade.79 This was quite normal since the guilds’ members 
formed conceptions for their work through the mediation of religion. One of the 
important functions o f the saints was to protect this professional organization from

75 F. ThirietTDisa mendime rreth politikes se Venedikut ndaj Skenderbeut”, Konferenca e dyte e 
studimeve albanologjike, 12-18 janar 1968, vol. I, Univ. Shteteror i Tiranes -  Instituti i Historise dhe i 
Gjuhesise. Tirane, 1969, p. 60.

76 On the integration o f Albanian cities in the Adriatic world and the economic and intellectual 
exchange between Albania with the other city-states o f Adriatic coastlands, see B. Krekic. “Albanians in 
the Adriatic Cities . . .”, pp. 209-233, especially pp. 213-5 and A. Ducellier. Lafaçade maritime de 
I'Albanie an moyen age, Institute for Balkan Studies. Thessaloniki, 1981.

77 Although the Prizren was a bishopric center in the 14"'-15'h centuries, it was Novobrdo, the city 
of silver mines, leading intellectual center of Kosovo producing native clergy, writers and scientists. J. 
Drançolli. “Monumentet e kultit katolik gjate mesjetes ne Kosove”, Krishterimi nder Shqiptare, Simpozium 
Nderkombetar, Tirane 16-19 nentor 1999. Shkoder, 2000, p. 149.

78 J. Le Goff. “Merchant’s Time and Church’s Time in the Middle Ages”, Time, Work, & Culture in 
the Middle Ages, The Universitety o f Chicago Press 1982, p. 38.

”  Historia e Shqiperise, p. 218.
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natural destruction or competition, as the saints o f city* had the mission to protect 
cities from the devastating invasions of various foreign states. Usually the saint was 
the possessor o f the town, and the inhabitants of that town considered the saint almost 
as their co-citizen, and they naturally conceived of him as being partial to their city. 
On the other hand, the saint established a contact between the heaven and the earth. 
Because his name was given to ordinary people, he was also a personal patron for men 
and women of the Middle Ages. The shrines of saints, as indeed the whole of the 
ecclesiastical Christian institutions, were intimately involved in the economical and 
social life o f the Balkans.

Professional organizations (guilds) appeared for the first time in Durres in the 
13lh century.80 Later, in the 14th—15th centuries, they spread to Prizren, Shkoder, Drisht, 
and Kruje. Here they were called scuola or frataglia. The names indicate the strong 
influence of the Italian corporations, owed especially by Venice.81 The intensive con
tacts with the Italian and Dalmatian cities and after, at the turn of the 14lh century, the 
Venetian conquest of main Albanian coastal cities increased the impact o f the Italian 
corporations on their Albanian homologues. The Ottoman invasion and the Albanian 
response brought the partial or total destruction of many Albanian urban centres. There
fore, only in some cities, in the southern and north-eastern part o f the Albanian lands, 
did such professional and religious organizations survived. In the following centuries 
they were transformed to similar Ottoman institutions (lonca), without changing their 
main function, but taking an Oriental character.82

In the Late Middle Ages most of the cities served as ecclesiastical centres. For 
example, Drishti (Drivastum)**, an important city near Shkodra, since the 9lh century, 
was an important catholic bishopric.83 In the 14th century, it was an important exporting 
centre of the catholic clergy to the other Albanian cities or to other cities of the Adriatic 
basin.84 On the other hand, in the late Middle Ages the city o f  Ohri (Ohrid) seemed to 
be still the most advanced and the most important centre o f Orthodoxy in the Albanian 
lands.85 Of interest is the ecclesiastical position of two other Albanian cities: Durres 
(Dyrrachium, Dra?) and Prizren (Prizrin). Both were Catholic as well as Orthodox

* Saint George was the protector of Durres, while Saint Stephan was the protector o f Shkodra.
80 Z Shkodra. Esnafet Shqiptare, Akademia e Shkencave e RPS te Shqiperise -  Instituti i Historise. 

Tirane, 1973, p. 8.
81 Ibid., p. 9.
82 Ibid.
** This important medieval city and at the same time a Catholic center o f the Adriatic world was 

definitively destroyed by Ottomans during the second siege o f Shkodra, in 1478-9.
83 J. Adami. Rruge dhe Objekte Arkeologjike ne Shqiperi, Shtepia Botuese ‘8 Nentori*. Tirane, 

1983, p. 51.
84 P. Xhufi. “Ndjenja fetare ne Shqiperi gjate Mesjetes”, p. 7.
85 During the Middle Ages Ohri was the political and ecclesiastical center o f Bulgarian States and 

the most important ecclesiastical center of the Orthodox Church in the western part o f the Balkans: 
Burime te zgjedhura per historine e Shqiperise, p. 29. The city o f Berat since 1373 was an Orthodox 
bishopric: A. Ducellier. La façade maritime de VAlbanie..., pp. 555-6.
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ecclesiastical centres, but, while Durres was nearer to the Papacy, Prizren86 depended 
administratively on the Orthodox Churches of Peja (Pec) or Ohri (Ohrid).87

In the territories under the Byzantine rule the concept of pohs (city) became 
inseparably associated with the presence of a bishop. Wherever there was a bishop, 
there had to be a city. The presence of the bishop in a town, his staff and of a saint’s 
shrine was o f a paramount significance for any settled area.

Throughout the 14th century, the members o f the Catholic and Orthodox Church
es took over many civil and administrative functions in the Albanian littoral cities of 
Adriatic (Tivar, Budua, Ulqin), such as the juridical functions (notary works),88 and 
there were also the representatives o f the Catholic clergy, who undertook diplomatic 
missions on behalf o f the autonomous Albanian cities into the Serbian Empire or the 
Italian states.89 At last, episcopal authority became a refuge of the last vestiges of 
urban autonomy.

Conclusions
A careful assessment of the medieval sources indicates that religion is the key 

element of people’s identification during the Middle Ages.
The religious attitude of the Albanian high class varied in accordance with the geo

graphic location of its territories and the international political conjecture. It means that if 
these political formations were close to the Adriatic Sea or were politically a periphery of 
the Eastern empires, these principalities were respectively Catholic or Orthodox.90

The Albanian nobility embraced the religion o f their lord or o f that power which 
could threaten its political existence. From this point o f view, the Albanian nobility 
was ready to cooperate and make alliances with those political and religious powers, 
which allowed them more and more space o f liberty and self-administration. The 14,h 
century was a period o f  political emancipation for the native aristocracy; religion was 
only a tool used successfully by the Albanian landlords to fulfill their political ambi
tions. The Albanian noble families preferred the alliance with the Catholic world 
when the centralist authority of the Byzantine and Slavic empires was oppressive. But 
they did not hesitate to enter in every sort o f business with their former masters (Or
thodox Slavs), who promised more feudal liberty than the Ottomans.

86 J. Drangolli. “Marredheniet e Raguzes me Durresin prej shek. IX deri ne vitin 1501”, Gjurmime 
Albanologjike (Seria e shkencave historike), Ns 13, 1983, p. 34.

87 M. Sufflay. “Die Kirchenzustande im Vortürkischen Albanien. Die Orthodoxe Durchbruchszone 
im Katolischen Damme”. -  In: Illyrisch-Albanische Forschungen, ed. L. Thalloczy, band I. München 
und Leipzig, 1916, pp. 217, 232-3.

88 M. Sufflay. Op. eit., p. 254.
89 Dokumente per historine e Shqiperise, te shek. XV (1400-1405), eds. A. Buda, I. Zamputi, L. 

Malltezi, Akademia e Shkencave e RPS te Shqiperise -  Instituti i Historise. Tirane, 1987, p. 601.
90 The Gropa family, in the 13,h century, was Catholic, while in the 14'h century it converted to 

Orthodoxy. The reason must be the geographical position o f its growing estates and political influence in 
the east o f Albanian lands, where the cooperation with the Orthodox Church o f Ohri was indispensable.
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Particular the upper-class feudal groups decided about the behaviour and destiny 
o f the churches and the rest o f population, being guided by their own interest. But 
sometimes, it were the Albanian noble families, which were converted into the faith 
of the majority of the native people in order to facilitate their rule and to use their 
religious feelings for political aims.

Potentially, the level o f traditionalism in the religious life o f the common people 
depended on the distance o f  peripherical territories from the world centres of the 
relevant religions. It is almost impossible to claim that the degree o f  attitude towards 
religion o f an Orthodox individual living in Constantinople and of an Orthodox Alba
nian living in the periphery of Byzantium or Serbian Empire would be the same. The 
same assessment could be said o f a Catholic Italian living in the Appenine Peninsula 
and a Catholic Albanian living in the other side of the Adriatic Sea.

During the 14th century, since the conflict between the local aristocracy and for
eign conquerors to control Albanian cities was a permanent one, it was the clergy, the 
intellectual caste of the Albanian society, that assumed some communal tasks fulfill
ing the vacuum left by lay authority.

The strength of the centralized authority o f the Orthodox Empires, part o f which 
was the church power and the political/spiritual impact o f  the Catholic Vatican, and 
the geographic landscape which ensured the level o f local and international contacts 
and communication are only some o f the factors, which determined the level o f cul
tural and religious traditionalism in the Late Medieval Albanian society.


