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BETWEEN TWO EMPIRES:
SERBIAN SURVIVAL IN THE
YEARS AFTER KOSOVO

Nicholas C. |. Pappas

One of the least understood yet most important periods of Ser-
bian history is the era of foreign subjugation from the battle of
Kosovo in 1389 to the First Serbian Uprising in 1804. While this
period began earlier and ended later for many Serbs, these dates
are often mentioned as the twilight of medieval Serbia and the
dawn of modern Serbia. Most Serbs have looked upon these 415
years as a dark age in which the glories of Serbia’s medieval leg-
acy were extinguished only to be rekindled with the rise of mod-
ern Serbia and the unification of the South Slavs in the nine-
teenth and twentieth centuries. This period reveals a story of the
endurance, fortitude, and courage of a people subdued by and
subject to two mighty empires, the Ottoman and the Habsburg,
who survived and reemerged as a proud independent nation in
modern times. The story of this survival is a very complex one,
involving many political, social, economic, and cultural trends
and events, not only involving the Serbs’ relations with the Otto-
man and Habsburg Empires, but also with Venice and other Eu-
ropean states and societies. In recent years many books, articles
and essays have been written on various aspects of the history of
the Serbs in the period after Kosovo and have given us new in-
sights into how and why the Serbs survived as a people and re-
emerged as a nation after centuries of foreign rule.
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This brief study will limit itself to looking at five basic factors
in the survival of the Serbs in the period of Turkish and Austrian
Rule. These factors are: vassalage and autonomy, military service
and armed resistance, migration and emigration, the Serbian Or-
thodox Church, and Serbian epic culture.

The first factor to be investigated is that of vassalage and au-
tonomy. In order to understand the importance that vassalage
and autonomy had as a factor in Serbian survival, it must be re-
membered that the Ottoman Empire, while being the most pow-
erful and absolute monarchy in the world in the sixteenth cen-
tury, was not an all-encompassing centralized state of later times.
Most of the subjects of the Sultan were ruled indirectly through
feudatories who were granted land and peasants to till it in re-
turn for military service. These feudatories, known as sipahiler,
provided the main cavalry forces for the Sultan. Different areas
had different degrees of imperial control and autonomy. In addi-
tion, the Ottoman millet (nation) system, which divided the em-
pire’s subjects according to religious affiliation, gave some au-
thority in civil government and law to religious leaders. The
Muslim, Jewish, Orthodox (Greek and Serbian), Armenian and
other ethno-religious groups had their own courts within their
respective millets. After the initial shock and destruction of con-
quest, the Ottoman state’s main interest was in maintaining its
revenues and armed forces. At its height the Ottoman adminis-
tration was not as oppressive as other states in Europe. It only
became onerous and stifling when its central authority began to
break down from the late sixteenth century on and the popula-
tion began to suffer from rapacious local governors, greedy land-
owners, freebooting soldiers, and corrupt tax collectors.!

Similarly the Austrian or Habsburg Empire was not uniformly
oppressive in the sixteenth through the eighteenth century. The
Holy Roman Empire was a patchwork of different Habsburg
patrimonies with different political, legal, and social conditions,
as well as different relations with Vienna. The Serbs, who came
under Habsburg rule as a result of emigration and military ser-
vice, as well as Habsburg expansion, were often granted privi-
leges from the crown which they had to defend from the en-
croachments of local nobility, administrators and Catholic
clergymen. It was only from the late eighteenth century on,



Between Two Empires 19

when the Austrian empire tried to modernize and centralize its
administration in order to halt the rise of nationalism, that the
Serbs had to face direct oppression from Vienna and Budapest.2

In order to understand the development of vassalage and au-
tonomy among the Serbs after Kosovo it must be kept in mind
that the medieval Serbian state, nobility, and political institutions
did not immediately disintegrate after that momentous battle.
The battle was so costly to both sides that neither the victors
completely conquered nor were the vanquished completely de-
feated. Some of the surviving Serbian nobility in the south ac-
cepted the Sultan’s rule, maintaining their lands and privileges
in return for loyalty and military service. Thus they became vas-
sals of the Sultan rather than the Serbian tsar. They became
Christian sipahiler, part of the feudal cavalry of the Sultan’s army.
On a larger scale Tsar Lazar’s son and successor, Stefan
Lazarevi¢, made peace with the new sultan and became a vassal
prince, serving with Bayazid’s army at the battle of Ankara
against the forces of Tamerlane. The death of Sultan Bayazid at
Ankara in 1403 led to strife over the sultanic succession. This dis-
array among the Turks allowed Stefan Lazarevié to restore, in
part, the territorial integrity and independence of his patrimony.
However, divisions among the Serbs, together with the restora-
tion of Ottoman power in the Balkans, led to a whittling away of
Serbian independence in the fifteenth century.?

Juxtaposed between the rising Ottoman Empire and the pow-
erful Hungarian Kingdom, the Serbian rulers and nobility at-
tempted to perform a precarious balancing act to preserve their
autonomy. To do this, they at times aligned themselves with ei-
ther the Turks or the Magyars or they participated in movements
such as those of Skanderbeg and Jan Hunyadi. However, the end
of Hungarian power after the battle of Mohacs in 1526 left most
Serbs under Ottoman sway. A few remaining Serbian nobles
joined the remnants of the Hungarian nobility in giving their al-
legiance to the Habsburg Holy Roman Emperor of Vienna.*

Thus most Serbs, who were peasants and herdsmen, came un-
der direct Ottoman rule in the period between the battles of
Kosovo (1389) and Mohacs (1526), but in most cases this rule was
not completely direct. Most Serbs, as well as other Christian sub-
jects of the Sultan, paid their taxes and fulfilled their feudal obli-
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gations through village headmen known as knezovi. By Muslim
law they could not bear arms and were obliged to pay an addi-
tional tax in lieu of military service. In some areas a form of im-
pressment or conscription known as the devsirme was practiced
to recruit Christian boys into the crack infantry units and the pal-
ace service of the Sultan. It was through the devsirme that many
Serbs, converted to Islam, and rose to high positions in the Otto-
man Empire. Among the most famous of these converts was the
Grand Vizier Mehmed Sokoli, brother of Makarije Sokolovi¢,
first Serbian Orthodox Patriarch of Pec.® With the exception of
the devsirme, the burden of the Serbian peasant under Ottoman
rule was less oppressive than that of most peasants in Europe
until the 17th century.®

The burden was made less difficult by the existence or devel-
opment of social and political institutions on a local level which
protected individuals from the direct power of the state. The ex-
tended patriarchal family, the zadruga, the clan and the tribe in
some areas, provided solidarity and a sense of belonging to
weather the hardships of foreign rule. The development of self-
governing institutions on the village level with the knezovi and
village assemblies, together with the separate legal system of the
Serbian Orthodox Church, allowed for a limited degree of auton-
omy in many areas. This limited autonomy gave the Serbs the
wherewithal to retain a religious/cultural identity among the
common people of their past, through the church, epic poetry,
and folk customs.”

Certain communities, because of livelihoods, locations, mili-
tary service or other reasons, were able to retain even more au-
tonomy from Ottoman rule. Pastoral and border communities
who provided voynuklar and martoloslar (see below) for the Otto-
man army, as well as warrior communities such as Montenegro,
maintained an even greater degree of self-rule. Montenegro, be-
cause of its social organization based upon a tribal system, its
geographical inaccessibility, its proximity to areas under Vene-
tian control, and its inhabitants’ skill with arms, became de facto
independent by the 18th century.®

As one can see in the above description of the factor of auton-
omy in Serbian survival, military power was an important ele-
ment in the creation and maintenance of autonomy. Military ser-
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vice was another important factor in the survival of the Serbs in
the years of foreign domination, both inside and outside of the
Ottoman Empire. Because they had created by skill of arms the
last great empire in the Balkans under Tsar DuSan before the
coming of the Turks, the Serbs were prized as soldiers by the Ot-
tomans, the Hungarians, the Habsburgs, the Venetians, and
other powers in the years after Kosovo. Serbs served in a host of
military formations throughout the Balkans and beyond. They
not only used their martial prowess for their employers as a live-
lihood, but also utilized it in movements to gain further auton-
omy or independence.’

Besides those islamicized Serbian boys who were impressed
into the Janissary corps of the Sultan, many Serbs served in the
Ottoman armed forces without having to change their religion.
As mentioned above, the Ottoman Turks not only employed An-
atolian cavalry in their conquests, but also Christian feudal
cavalrymen who acknowledged Ottoman rule. These Christian
sipahiler, many of whom were Serbs, retained their landholdings
and were exempt from certain taxes in return for service with Ot-
toman forces. Serbian sipahiler participated in campaigns with
the Ottoman armies at Rovine, Ankara, Varna, and Constantino-
ple, as well as providing security in regions that otherwise
would have required garrisons of Turkish troops. Such auxiliary
cavalry troops existed as long as the Ottomans were confident of
their complete allegiance. This allegiance was not unqualified.
Many Serbs joined Hungarian and other western armies in the
various efforts to stem the Ottoman tide in Southeastern Europe.
By the battle of Mohacs and the subsequent conquest of Hun-
gary, most of the Christian sipahiler had been eliminated either by
their conversion to Islam or the loss of their estates and status.*

Following the liquidation of the vassal Serbian Despotate of
Smederevo by the Ottomans in 1459, the Hungarian King
Matthias Corvinus formed a new Serbian Despotate in Hungar-
ian lands to attract Serbs to his military service. During his reign,
Serbs made up a significant component of the Black Legion, the
King’s standing army, the Danubian river flotilla (czajikas), and
auxiliary border troops. In the late sixteenth and early seven-
teenth centuries, Serbian warriors shifted allegiances among Ot-
toman, Hungarian, Habsburg and other armies to maintain their
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freedom of action and rights. To paraphrase one source, they
chose to be soldiers rather than serfs, because with arms in hand
they were better able to preserve their religious and ethnic iden-
tity being wedged between Catholic and Muslim powers. With
the defeat of the Hungarians at Mohacs, the last remnant of a
Serbian vassal state, the amorphous Serbian Despotate of Hun-
gary, disappeared. Serbs continued to serve in the armed forces
of the Ottomans and the western powers, most notably the Holy
Roman Empire of the Habsburgs."

In the Ottoman army, Serbs served as troops known as
voynuklar and martoloslar. The voynuklar were auxiliary infantry
who served both as logistical and combat troops, and were ex-
empt from certain taxes. One in ten of all pastoral Christian
households had to supply one voynuk. In the Belgrade region
these troops were so important that one out of five households
supplied a voynuk. The higher officers of the voynuklar were Mus-
lims, while the lower-echelon officers were Christians. The other
important Ottoman miliary force in which Serbs widely partici-
pated in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries were the
martoloslar. Like the voynuklar, they were exempt from some
taxes and received some irregular pay in return for military ser-
vice. They were organized much like the Janissaries, with Mus-
lim higher officers and Christian lower officers. The martoloslar
served at various times as infantry, cavalry, marines on the river-
ine flotillas on the Danube and Sava, border troops in Bosnia,
and rural militia in interior provinces. Both the voynuklar and the
martoloslar were phased out of the Ottoman army in the seven-
teenth and early eighteenth centuries as the internal dysfunc-
tions and external defeats of the Ottomans led to insurrectionary
movements among the Christians, often led by former voynuklar
and martoloslar.'?

Some of these disbanded troops no doubt took to brigandage
and joined existing hajduk bands or formed new ones. Hajduks
were bandits or outlaws from authority who were often consid-
ered heroes by the Serbian population for their armed resistance
to oppressive government, be it Ottoman, Habsburg, or Vene-
tian. Hajduk activity increased in the Ottoman realm as internal
and external troubles beset the empire in the late sixteenth and
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early seventeenth centuries. Hajduks participated in and often
led insurrectionary movements in the seventeenth century.
These in turn led to Ottoman reprisals and migration or emigra-
tion of Serbs. Hajduks used mountainous, forested or swampy ar-
eas as hideouts and as centers for operations. Depending on local
situations, hajduks were organized into bands of varying sizes.
They fought in an irregular style of warfare that entailed hit and
run attacks, similar to guerrilla warfare today. When necessary,
as in times of crisis, bands of hajduks could unite into larger for-
mations to resist Ottoman forces more effectively.’

Many hajduks, also known as uskoks, morlacchi, begouci, or
prebezi, often found refuge and irregular armed service in Habs-
burg and Venetian border provinces in the sixteenth and seven-
teenth century. However their meagre pay and poor conditions
of service often forced them to resort to banditry, using border
regions as sanctuaries and entering new forms of freebooting
such as piracy. In some cases, they formed autonomous commu-
nities, such as the uskok centers of Senj, Kotar, and Zumbarak.
Military service across the Ottoman border in Habsburg and Ve-
netian lands was an option for Serbian fighting men and their
families and was part of the military factor in Serbian survival.*

From the sixteenth through the nineteenth century, the Habs-
burg Empire organized and developed the military frontier
(militirgenze) to protect its crownlands from the Ottoman mili-
tary threat which twice besieged Vienna. To man this frontier,
the Austrians encouraged the settlement of Serbian refugees as
farmer/soldiers who in time became the famous grenzers or
grani¢ari, who fought not only on the empire’s eastern borders,
but in campaigns all over Europe. Serbs were also organized into
other auxiliary units by the Habsburgs, especially during the
various Austro-Turkish Wars. These formations, known as
Freikorps, pandurs, and by other names, were important in the in-
surrectionary movements of the Serbs because they were formed
by the Austrians while on campaign in Ottoman territory. It is
important to note that many of the rank and file of the First Ser-
bian Uprising of 1804, including Karadjordje, served in the Aus-
trian Freikorps in the Austro-Turkish conflict of 1787-1791, and in
the latter Ottoman-sponsored militia of Hadji Mustafa. This
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shows that the Serbs, caught between the Ottoman and Habs-
burg Empires, used military service to maintain their fighting
spirit and ethnic identity in preparation for independence.’

Serbian military prowess not only contributed to the Ottoman
and Habsburg armies, but to other powers as well. Besides the
morlacchi, uskoks, and other irregulars, the Venetian Republic em-
ployed Serbs in companies of light cavalry and infantry, along
with Greeks, Albanians and Croats, as well as in the regular sla-
vonian infantry regiments (Schiavone). The Kingdom of Naples
also recruited Serbs, along with Greeks and Albanians, for an
eighteenth century light infantry formation known as the Royal
Macedonian Regiment (Reggimento Real Macedone).'s

Serbs also served in Russian armies as early as the late six-
teenth and early seventeenth century as cavalrymen along with
other Balkan troops. With the rise of Russia as a European power
under Peter the Great and his successors, military and political
relations between Russia and the Serbs intensified. Serbs orga-
nized and participated in uprisings against the Ottomans during
the Russo-Turkish Wars of the eighteenth and early nineteenth
centuries. In particular there was close cooperation between
Russia and the warrior community of Montenegro in this period.
Also in the eighteenth century, Serbian military colonies were or-
ganized by the Russians along the lines of the Grenzer communi-
ties in Austria in the newly-conquered areas of the Southern
Ukraine. At least two Serbian Regiments were organized from
these settlers for service in the Tsar’s army."

It should be noted that Serbs fought for the United States in its
first foreign war. During the Barbary wars in 1805, General Wil-
liam Eaton employed a mixed company of Serbs and Greeks
commanded by the Serbian Captain Luka Ulovi¢ (Luca Ulovix)
in the expedition against the Barbary stronghold of Derna. To-
gether with twelve U.S. Marines, the Serbian-led Balkan troops
distinguished themselves in the capture of the Libyan fortress
town.® '

Military service took Serbs to many parts of Europe and be-
yond. Indeed there is an important link between the military fac-
tor in Serbian survival and the factor of migration and emigra-
tion, in that the population movements of the Serbs often had
military origins, be they rebellions, reprisals, or warfare. They of-
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ten brought about refugee status or mercenary service. When
conditions of existence worsened due to war, famine, pestilence,
or oppressive government, the Serbian people moved elsewhere.
The Turkish conquests of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries
began a process of migration in which significant parts of the
Serbian population sought refuge in the forested hill country of
Sumadija (Serbia), the mountain regions of Montenegro, Bosnia,
and Hercegovina, and the lands of the Danube and Sava river
valleys. The migrations were ongoing, often reinforcing existing
Serbian elements in those regions.?

In some cases the Serbs settled in areas nominally within Otto-
man territory but which were not directly under Ottoman con-
trol. These communities maintained their self-rule through their
clan or tribal organizations, as well as their inaccessibility, their
proximity to Venetian or Habsburg territory, together with the
martial prowess of their people. The Ottomans found it difficult
and costly to subdue these areas and in time contented them-
selves with symbolic tribute. Often these areas became centers of
hajduk activity and resistance, so intermittent armed conflict be-
tween the Ottomans and these communities continued. The
most famous of these communities was Montenegro, which was
never fully subjugated by the Ottomans. It maintained its auton-
omy and emerged as an independent state under its prince-bish-
ops in the 18th and 19th centuries. Montenegro was recognized
internationally as a fully independent state in 1878, although it
was de facto independent much earlier.?

As mentioned above, other Serbs settled on the borders of the
Ottoman empire and were given some autonomy in return for
military service as auxiliary troops such as voynuklar and
martoloslar. Conversely, other Serbs migrated across the frontiers
into Habsburg and Venetian areas, settled in border regions and
served in both irregular and regular armed forces on the frontier,
such as the uskoks, morlacchi, and grenzers. Many of the Serbs of
Croatia, Lika, Dalmatia, Boka Kotorska, Northern Bosnia, and
Vojvodina trace their origins to these military settlers.”!

The insurrectionary movements against Ottoman rule from
the late sixteenth century through the eighteenth century gave
further impetus to these migrations. Mass emigrations occurred
in the aftermath of these rebellions and large numbers of Serbs
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settled in Habsburg and Venetian territories. However, the es-
cape from Ottoman rule and potential reprisals did not end the
Serbian struggle for survival. Serbs had to guard whatever rights
and privileges they received as a result of their military service
and frontier status from the encroachment of local civil, military,
and ecclesiastical officials, who sought to infringe upon Serbian
rights regarding land tenure, taxation, and freedom of religion.
Nevertheless, many Serbs prospered in Habsburg and Venetian
territories, rising in military rank or entering other fields.

Through emigration to Austrian and Venetian lands, Serbs
came into contact with the burgeoning commerce and culture of
Europe, and began to participate in the economic, political, social
and cultural changes affecting Europe. A Serbian commercial
class and Serbian merchant communities began to develop in
such centers as Novi Sad, Szent Andrej, Sremski Karlovci, Vi-
enna, Trieste, Smyrna, and Constantinople. Serbs from Hercego-
vina, Pastrovi¢, Boka Kotorska, Vojvodina, and elsewhere who
engaged in the overland and overseas trade between Europe
and the Ottoman Empire, accumulated wealth, and fostered
churches, schools, publishing houses and other institutions both
in their native and adopted lands. It was within this milieu that
modern Serbian nationalism was articulated. It was from this en-
vironment that a Dositej Obradovi¢ and a Vuk Karadzi¢
emerged.?

Migration and emigration was not only a factor for the sur-
vival of the Serbs after Kosovo, but it also was a factor in the re-
vival and development of those institutions that would make
them a modern independent nation. In later years Serbian emi-
gration from Habsburg and other oppression in the nineteenth
and twentieth centuries was a factor in the development of the
great Serbian communities in the United States.

One of the most important factors in the survival of the Serbian
people after Kosovo was the Serbian Orthodox Church. With the
slow disintegration of most Serbian political and cultural institu-
tions following Kosovo, the only widespread institution that
maintained or preserved elements of Serbia’s great medieval
past was the Church. Although Serbian political autonomy was
lost in the years between the battles of Kosovo (1389) and Mo-
hacs (1526), Serbian ecclesiastical autonomy was preserved until
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1530 and revived in 1557. The Ottomans, unlike the Christian
kings of Europe, displayed an unusual tolerance toward other
religions, as long as non-Muslim religious authorities main-
- tained the loyalty of their flocks toward the Sultan. Because of
the important role of the Serbs, both Christians and converts to
Islam, to the military and administration of the Ottoman Empire,
and due directly to the personal intervention of Grand Vizier
Mehmed Sokoli (of Serbian origin), the Serbian Orthodox Patri-
archate of Pe¢ was established in 1556. Mehmed’s brother,
Makarije Sokolovi¢, became patriarch, and the Serbian Patriarch-
ate had a separate administration from that of the Greek Patri-
arch in Constantinople. The Serbs were recognized as a separate
millet within the Ottoman Empire. Within a century the Patri-
archate of Pe¢ expanded its ecclesiastical authority over territo-
ries which included and went beyond the boundaries of the Ser-
bian medieval state through a hierarchy of over forty
metropolitans and bishops.?

As long as the Ottoman state was prosperous and Ottoman
rule relatively benign, the Serbian Church was content to main-
tain its loyalty to the Ottomans. However as internal and exter-
nal disorders in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centu-
ries weakened Ottoman power and made the nature of its rule
abusive, Serbian clergy began to participate and in some cases
lead insurrectionary movements against the Ottomans. As men-
tioned earlier, these revolts of the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries, often instigated by the Habsburgs of other European
powers, led to mass migrations of Serbs from Ottoman territory
to escape reprisals. These emigrations were often led by church
leaders. The most noted example of this was the great Serbian
exodus of 1690-1691 in which Patriarch Arsenije III Crnojevi¢ led
thirty thousand Serbian families from Kosovo and Southern Ser-
bia to Vojvodina and Hungary; the number of refugees eventu-
ally numbered over 200,000. A similar exodus occurred in the
wake of the Austro-Turkish War of 17361739 under Patriarch
Arsenije IV. As the insurrectionary activities of the Serbs in-
creased and Ottoman fortunes declined, the Sultan’s govern-
ment viewed the Pe¢ Patriarchate as a liability rather than an as-
set and had its autonomy abolished and its domains absorbed by
the Greek Patriarchate in Constantinople in 1755.%
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The end of the Pe¢ Patriarchate did not end the role of the
Church as a factor in the Serbian survival, but rather increased it.
In Ottoman territory, Serbian clergy and laity had to struggle
against Greek ecclesiastical and cultural domination, as well as
Ottoman rule. New centers of Serbian ecclesiastical authority
emerged in the wake of Pe¢’s demise. The Metropolitanate of
Sremski Karlovci became not only the ecclesiastical and cultural
focal point for Serbs in Habsburg lands, but also provided
priests, monks, and teachers to Serbian parishes and monasteries
in Ottoman lands. However the Serbian Church and people in
Habsburg lands had to endure and resist other, more subtle,
forms of persecution and pressure. The military frontiersmen of
Lika, Slavonia, and Croatia, the settlers of Voivodina and the Ba-
nat brought their Serbian Orthodox faith with them and pre-
served it against the attempts by Catholic clergy to absorb them
into a Uniate church during the seventeenth and eighteenth cen-
turies. The struggle against religious assimilation and absorp-
tion, together with the struggle against attempts to limit other
Serbian rights, would be faced by the Serbs in the Austrian Em-
pire until the twentieth century.”

The other autonomous Serbian church organization after 1755
was the Church of Montenegro, whose bishop was not under the
authority of the Patriarch of Constantinople, but was associated
with Metropolitanate of Sremski-Karlovci or the Russian Synod.
The vladika of Montenegro in the eighteenth century was not
only the hierarch of a self-governing church, but also the prince-
bishop of an autonomous warrior community, as mentioned
above.?

Throughout the period after Kosovo in both the Ottoman and
Habsburg Empires, the Serbian Orthodox Church was instru-
mental in the survival of the Serbs and in the development of
modern Serbian national identity and consciousness in its pre-
servation of the medieval Serbian legacy and the maintenance of
uniquely Serbian Orthodox religious customs. The Serbian Or-
thodox Church distinguished Serbs not only from their Muslim
and Catholic neighbors and overlords, but also fostered tradi-
tions and customs which gave the Serbs a separate identity from
other Orthodox Christians. The Serbian church preserved the
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synaxary and feastdays which memorialized the great rulers and
holy men of medieval Serbia and linked them with succeeding
generations of Serbs. In this way every Serb could identify with
Sts. Sava, Stefan Nemanja, DuSan the Mighty, and Lazar the
Martyr. This identification with Serbia’s medieval past through
the veneration of Serbian saints, together with the tradition of
Serbian epic poetry, helped to develop a Serbian national con-
sciousness in modern times separate from that of the Greeks or
other Balkan Orthodox. Indeed the Serbs, together with the
Greeks, had the most well-developed ethnic identities in the Bal-
kans by the time of the emergence of modern nationalism in Eu-
rope in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. An-
other religious tradition or custom of the Serbs that
distinguished them as a separate people was the Krsna Slava, the
family patron saint. Unlike Catholics and most other Orthodox,
the Serbs do not ritually celebrate the namesday of individuals
on the feastday of the saint whose name they were given at Bap-
tism, rather they celebrate a single patron saint of the family on
the feastday. In the years of subjugation, this custom not only
fostered family, clan, and in some areas, tribal solidarity, but also
inculcated a sense of Serbian identity, since those Orthodox who
celebrated the Krsna Slava were considered Serbs.?”

Another cultural element which, like the church, linked the
Serbian past to later generations was the Serbian Epic Poetry. The
epic poems (pjesme) kept alive the greatness of medieval Serbia
and the spirit of resistance among the Serbs after Kosovo. These
poems, sung by bards (guslars) to accompaniment of the gusle,
extolled the qualities of junadstvo (heroism) and &ojstvo (manli-
ness) and maintained the memory of deeds of heroism of the
past in an era in which histories were not written. The poems
deal with great events and individuals, both real and legendary.
The most famous cycle of this poetry is the Kosovo cycle, which
recounts the monumental battle which issued in the twilight of
Serbian freedom. It emphasizes the need to struggle and sacrifice
to maintain liberty. Scholars have noted that the Kosovo cycle
preserved the remembrance of a glorious past for the Serbs just
as the Homeric epic poems preserved a collective memory of the
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Mycenean past for the ancient Greeks. Other cycles of Serbian
epic poetry, such as those dealing with Marko Kraljevié, the
hajduk chieftains, and the uskoks gave inspiration to the Serbs
that their heroic past and their freedom could be revived. This
epic element of culture is also linked to the Church and faith in
that they are imbued with much Christian symbolism.?

The epic poetry is also linked to other factors in the survival of
the Serbs. They narrated deeds of valor and martial virtues,
which were emulated by Serbs and helped to reenforce the Ser-
bian military tradition. The poems tell of the suffering and sacri-
fice of the Serbs as they were dispersed to the mountain regions
of Montenegro and elsewhere, to the frontiers, to the uskok com-
munities, to the hajduk lairs, and to foreign lands, which link the
epics to the survival factor of migration and emigration. The epic
poetry, together with the Serbian Orthodox church and faith
were cornerstones in the building of the Serbian national con-
sciousness which was developed and articulated into a national
movement in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.

To conclude, this short study discussed some of the main fac-
tors that contributed to the survival of the Serbs in the era of for-
eign rule after Kosovo. These factors were: vassalage and auton-
omy, military service and armed resistance, migration and
emigration, the church, and epic culture. A reiteration of these
factors and how they helped to preserve the Serbs as a nation
during the centuries of foreign rule is in order.

The factor of vassalage and autonomy involved those condi-
tions or compromises which allowed the Serbs a vestige of self-
government, however transitory, precarious or limited. Forms of
autonomy, which varied in different areas, cushioned the impact
of foreign domination. Some areas, like Montenegro, had a large
degree of political autonomy, while other regions depended
upon familial and village institutions to preserve a semblance of
self-rule. The extent of vassalage or autonomy depended upon
the other factors mentioned.

The factor of military service and armed resistance allowed for
the expression of the martial spirit and skill of the Serbs, which
gave them the ability to maintain a measure of rights, privileges,
and self-government from the Empires that dominated them.
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The military factor also gave the Serbs the wherewithal to resist
these empires if the Turks or the Austrians infringed upon their
rights and self-rule. Military service was thus linked to armed re-
sistance, which could take the form of banditry, armed insurrec-
tion or the defense of autonomous warrior communities such as
Montenegro.

The factor of migration and emigration allowed the Serbs ref-
uge from war and its aftermaths. It also gave them new opportu-
nities for military service, land to till, or entry into other fields of
endeavor, especially trade and business. The prosperity of the
precani Serbs in the Vojvodina and the diaspora communities in
Vienna, Trieste, and elsewhere made for the economic and cul-
tural development that would aid the movement for Serbian na-
tional independence.

The two interrelated factors of the Serbian Orthodox church
and epic culture helped to maintain the religious and historical
identity of the Serbs in the era following Kosovo. The former fac-
tor inculcated a sense of belonging to a national faith that was
distinct, not only from Islam of the Ottomans and the Catholi-
cism of the Habsburgs, but also from the Orthodoxy practiced by
the Greeks, Bulgarians and other Eastern Christians. The Epic
poetry maintained among the Serbs a sense of their history in an
era in which literacy and written records were rare. Both of these
factors preserved the moral and ethical elements of the Serbian
medieval legacy and Serbian Orthodox religious customs which
were all-important in the formation of modern Serbian national
identity.

While these five factors in Serbian survival have been pre-
sented as separate entities, it must be emphasized that they were
closely interrelated. They influenced and were influenced by one
another, as discussion of these factors revealed. Military service
and armed resistance, for example, influenced the development
of autonomous institutions and brought about migration and
emigration. The discussion of these factors was not made to an-
swer and explain the whole historical experience of the Serbs in
the period 1389 to 1804, but rather to provide a schema from
which to analyze the complex story of the survival of the Serbs
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after Kosovo. This story, as we have seen, was one of hardship
and sacrifice, fortitude and patience, in which a proud people
endured four hundred years of foreign rule and reemerged as a
free nation.
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