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The multicentennial rule of the Ottoman Empire in South 
Slavic territories is usually seen as a ‘dark age’ in Balkan 
history, a time of slavery and suffering of the Christian 
peoples, and even of the torching, looting and destruction 
of churches and monasteries. Where church monuments 
are concerned, their ill fate in the period directly preced-
ing the establishment of stable Ottoman rule particularly 
adds to this impression. At that time, during war opera-
tions and immediately following the Ottoman conquest 
of urban centers, many churches and monasteries were 
sacked and burned down, while others were converted 
into mosques. However, numerous religious monuments 
that survived the period of Ottoman rule, as well as first-
class historical evidence, are testament to the fact that the 
situation was markedly different in regular circumstanc-
es. The Serbian Orthodox Church, like other Orthodox 
churches in the territory of the Ottoman Empire, had its 
place in the state administrative system, and its senior 
representatives were part of the ruling apparatus. The 
Church and the faithful were ‘protected’ subjects of the 
Empire as long as they recognized the authority of the 
Ottoman dynasty and fulfilled their legally defined duties. 
Nevertheless, over the course of almost five centuries of 
Turkocracy, the proclaimed policy was not always fully 
implemented. In the first century and a half of Ottoman 
administration it was mostly implemented consistently, 
but deviations appeared already in the mid-16th century. 
In the late 17th century, during the war against the Holy 
League (1683–1699), the first major armed rebellion of 
the Balkan Christians against the Ottoman Empire broke 
out, which seriously disrupted the previous relationship 
of trust and tolerance. From then on, Christian churches 
suffered damage or were destroyed en masse in armed 
conflicts, reprisals and, during the period of Ottoman 
decline, even due to the willfulness of the local warlords.

The history of the Serbian Church and people in the ter-
ritory of Kosovo and Metohija under Ottoman rule can 
be divided into two periods – before and after the Great 
Migration of 1690. The first was a time of peace and sta-
bility with a strong centralized government, in which the 
Church, after having suffered losses in the period of Ser-
bia’s subjugation, managed to adapt to the new political 
situation and undergo a major restoration campaign. In 
the second period, the weakened authority of the central 
government and the somewhat altered demographic and 
religious structure of the population opened up space for 
abuses by the representatives of the local administration, 
increasingly comprised of Islamized Albanians. This peri-
od was marked by the arduous struggles of the Patriarchate 
of Peć to preserve its religious buildings and landholdings.

The first centuries of Turkocracy

The decades-long process of the gradual disappearance 
of Serbian state government from the territory of Ko-
sovo and Metohija was finally completed in 1455. The 
introduction of the new Ottoman administration was 
carried out in a manner that can rather be described 
as continuity than discontinuity with medieval institu-
tions. The Ottoman Turks adopted and incorporated 
into their legal system the regulations and customary 
norms of the local Christian population, the vast major-
ity of which consisted of Serbs,1 as well as the existing 

1  According to official Ottoman censuses from the 15th and 16th cen-
tury, Serbs made up almost the entire population of Kosovo and Me-
tohija, with the exception of parts of Metohija and some cities: Priz-
ren and, to a lesser extent, Priština, Trepča, and Janjevo, which were 
inhabited by both Serbs and Albanians. Drastic differences between 
the Serbian-South Slavic and Albanian national onomasticon allow 
us to determine the ethnicity of registered Christians and provide 

In the Time of the Ottoman Empire (1455–1912)
Tatjana Katić
Biljana Vučetić

3 6 5



Tat j a n a  K at i ć ,  B i l j a n a  V u č e t i ć

economic and business models. The Ottomans also took 
into their service members of the local Christian nobil-
ity, the administrative staff in cities and mining centers, 
soldiers (voynuks), and all others who were willing to 
partake in the creation of a new political entity in the 
Balkans.2 In line with the policy that allowed Christians 
to practice their faith in the Ottoman Empire, the Serbi-
an Orthodox Church was allowed to continue working.

grounds for the conclusion stated above. Cf. Пешикан, Зетско-хум-
ско-рашка имена, 13–33, 46–47.
2  Inalcik, Ottoman Methods, 103–129; Lowry, The Nature of the Early 
Ottoman State, 51–52.

However, before it became a vassal of the Ottoman sultan 
and subsequently an integral part of the ‘Land of Islam’, 
as a ‘Land of War’ Serbia was exposed to attacks. Some of 
the most important monasteries and ecclesiastical cent-
ers in Kosovo and Metohija were targeted in this period. 
Gračanica (fig. 4, 143) first came under attack between 
1371 and 1383, when its pyrgos tower housing the library 
was set on fire; then again in 1389; and finally after the 
fall of Novo Brdo in 1455. The Banjska Monastery was 
torched in 1389, which led to the translation of the relics 
of its ktetor King Milutin to Trepča by the local monks. 
In the first decades of the 15th century the monastery 

Fig. 324. Prizren, Church of the Virgin Ljeviška, converted into a mosque shortly after the conquest of Prizren, photographed in 1912
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was once again torched and its treasury looted, as evi-
denced by an eyewitness who passed through these parts 
in 1419. The translation of the relics of King Milutin to 
Sofia seems to suggest that the monastery suffered a sim-
ilar fate in 1455.3 Nevertheless, Banjska remained opera-
tional, but not for too long: the Ottoman census of 1477 
explicitly reported that the monastery, located next to 
the village of the same name, was uninhabited.4 The vil-
lage gradually died out and the interior of the monastery 
became a hideout of highwaymen. This was the reason 
that in the 1540s the remaining inhabitants were granted 
the status of armed guards – derbencis;5 in 1619, on the 
orders of Sultan Osman II, a fort was erected on the ru-
ins of the monastery to guard the road from ‘Arnaut [Al-
banian] bandits’.6 With the addition of a minaret above 
the northern cantor stand and partition of the dome, the 
church was partly converted into a mosque and partly 
into living quarters. However, Banjska sustained the 
heaviest damage in the Austro-Turkish conflict of 1689 
(fig. 327, 328).7

In the conquering forays of Ottoman troops sometime 
before the middle of the 15th century, the Church of the 
Presentation of the Virgin near Lipljan8 (fig. 393) and the 
Holy Archangels Monastery near Prizren (fig. 326) were 
also severely damaged. Dušan’s foundation was destroyed 
and his tomb looted. The monastery was later briefly re-
stored, but seems to have again fallen into disuse as early 
as the 1520s. A record dated to 1519 testifies to the sale 
of monastery books by the hegoumenos Dionisije and 
suggests that the monks were planning to leave the mon-
astery. In 1615, Sofi Sinan Pasha, of Albanian ethnicity, 
used the stone from the ruins of the Holy Archangels to 
build his mosque in Prizren (fig. 325).9

In the cities that became the seats of Ottoman provin-
cial administration, the main churches were usually 
converted into mosques, such as the Virgin Ljeviška 
in Prizren (fig. 324) and the Church of St. Nicholas 
in Novo Brdo, whereas other churches were not re-
purposed. In all churches, in villages as well as cities, 

3  Зиројевић, Цркве и манастири, 48, 87.
4  BOA, TD 5m, p. 13. The census registered 18 households, 9 widows 
and 4 unmarried men in the village.
5  BOA, TD 368, p. 6.
6  Evliyâ Çelebi, 276.
7  Šuput, Banjska monastery, 25–26, 44.
8  Задужбине Косова, 470.
9  Записи и натписи I, 135; Костић (П.), Црквени живот, 124.

Christian religious service continued to be performed, 
but the use of bells was banned.10

The Ottoman occupation was the heaviest blow for 
monasteries, which lost their faithful and the bulk of 
their land. They were left only a smaller part of their old 

10  Зиројевић, Цркве и манастири, 24, 169; Задужбине Косова, 491 
(М. Ивановић).

Fig. 325. Prizren, Sinan Pasha Mosque, erected in 1615 using stone 
taken from the Monastery of the Holy Archangels
Fig. 326. Prizren, Monastery of the Holy Archangels, 
damaged in the 15th, 16th and 17th century
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landholdings in direct proximity for sustenance purpos-
es. The once vast estate of the Dečani Monastery (esti-
mated at roughly 1,800 km2) was reduced to the villages 
of Dečani, Crnobreg, Istinić, and Loćane.11 Nevertheless, 
even this reduced property brought Dečani a substantial 
profit, mainly from the production of wine, which annu-
ally amounted to more than 100,000 liters.12 The vivid 
memory of the former power of Dečani also left its trace 
on the Ottoman administration, which kept records of 
the region between Djakovica and Peć under the name 
zeamet or vilayet of Dečani until the end of the 15th cen-
tury.13 According to Ottoman cadastral surveys from the 
second half of the 15th century, substantial landholdings, 

11  Зиројевић, Имање манастира Дечана, 407–413.
12  According to the 1485 census, one tenth of must produced in 
monastery equalled 250 buckets (1 bucket = roughly 42 liters). Cf. 
Pulaha, Defteri i Regjistrimit, 210.
13  Јовановић, Катић, Јаковљевић, Поређење, 269–270.

albeit much smaller than that of Dečani, also belonged 
to other monasteries and churches such as: the Church 
of the Holy Apostles (Holy Salvation) at the Patriarchate 
of Peć, Gračanica and the now non-existent monaster-
ies of Tomance and Vrelo (Holy Virgin of Hvosno) near 
Istok, the Mina Monastery in Vrbnica near Vučitrn, and 
the Trstenik Monastery (Holy Archangel Michael) near 
Priština.14 All other Christian churches and monasteries 
had smaller landholdings, for example the monaster-
ies on Mount Čičavica and the Devič Monastery.15 In 
Priština, which in the 1420s and 1430s became one of the 
largest cities of the Serbian Despotate and the metropoli-
tanate seat,16 there were several monasteries that owned 
plots of land in the town quarters (mahalles): St. John, 
which served as the metropolitanate seat after the con-
version of the old metropolitan church into a mosque17; 
St. Nicholas and St. George.18 By the time a census was 
carried out in the Sanjak of Vučitrn in 1566–1568, the 
Monastery of St. George was already uninhabited; the 
building had become derelict; and since there was no one 
to farm the land, the state sold it and a caravanserai was 
built on the plot.19 The largest monastery in Priština was 
dedicated to the Holy Virgin Most Pure and located on 
the outskirts of the city, near the Veluša River.20 None of 

14  In the 1480s the Dečani Monastery was annually taxed 12,625 
akce; the Church of the Holy Salvation 2,788 akçese; the Tomance 
Monastery 826 akçes; the Vrelo Monastery 555 akçes; Mina 565 
akçes; and Trstenik 423 akçes. The annual tax paid by Gračanica is 
impossible to determine as it was calculated together with the tax of 
the eponymous village, which at the time had around 100 households. 
Nevertheless, defters occasionally mention monastery landholdings 
such as vineyards, fields, meadows, pastures, etc. (Зиројевић, Цркве 
и манастири, 83, 87, 90, 134, 165, 194, 196).
15  In 1477 the combined tax for nine out of the ten monasteries on 
Mt. Čičavica (one was uninhabited at the time) amounted to 2,719 
akçes, or 300 akçes per monastery on average. In the same year Devič 
paid 223 akçes. Cf. BOA, MAD 16, p. 2, 16.
16  Ковачевић (Д.), Градски живот, 57–91.
17  The church in question was most likely the Church of the Holy 
Ascension, where the remains of Prince Lazar were laid to rest after 
the Battle of Kosovo (Тодић, Митрополија у Приштини, 163–169). 
This church does not appear in Ottoman defters because, as the most 
monumental building in Priština, it was probably converted into a 
mosque immediately after the conquest.
18  BOA, TD 133, p. 165; BOA, TD 234, p. 159. TKGM, TTD 124, p. 
214a.
19  TKGM, TTD 124, p. 214a.
20  In a defter dated to 1477 a note was added to the monastery entry: 

‘They also call it hass Viluša/Vjeluša.’ A monastery watermill also 
operated on the river (BOA, MAD 16, p. 39a). In 1525 the monastery 
was registered under the name Viluš/Vjeluš Most Pure (BOA, TD 
133, p. 165).

Fig. 327. Banjska Monastery, converted into a mosque in 1619, 
photographed in 1900
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the abovementioned Priština monasteries survived to the 
end of Ottoman rule in this region.

Prior to the Ottoman invasion, in addition to the Vir-
gin Ljeviška, Prizren had another seven Orthodox and 
two Catholic churches21, of which five Orthodox and one 
Catholic were registered in 16th-century Ottoman deft-
ers.22 The churches that were not in possession of arable 
land were not registered, even though they held regular 
religious services; in the village of Hoča, north of Prizren, 
there were 12 active churches, but only the Church of St. 
John was a taxpayer (fig. 15).23

The most prominent monasteries, i.e. their heads, en-
joyed certain tax benefits in the form of the falconer sta-
tus. The position of falconer in medieval society was a 

21  Призрен, in: ЛГТССЗ, 220.
22  Катић, Опширни попис, 58–59.
23  Ibid., 166.

hereditary privilege awarded by the Ottoman sultan only 
to the members of the military class – minor nobility and 
some senior church representatives. The title holder was 
required to bring a trained bird of prey to court once a 
year, and in return the falconer was exempt from poll 
taxes – djizya and ispençe, as well as from tithe on crops, 
sheep tax and others. The Patriarch of Peć, i.e. the mon-
astery estate of the Patriarchate of Peć, had falconer sta-
tus, as did Dečani and Gračanica.24

The majority Christian population of the Ottoman Em-
pire became the minority in 1516–1517, after the con-
quest of Syria, Egypt and parts of the Arabian Peninsula 
(holy cities of Mecca and Medina). Numerous Arab bu-
reaucrats and scholars educated in old Islamic centers 
entered the ranks of the Ottoman administration, which 

24  Зиројевић, Цркве и манастири, 83, 88, 90.

Fig. 328. Banjska Monastery as an abandoned and derelict Turkish fort, photographed in 1927
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led to the state’s increasingly traditional Islamic charac-
ter.25 This resulted in the more intense expansion of Is-
lam in the Balkans, especially in the first two decades of 
the reign of Sultan Suleiman I (1520–1566). In Prizren, 
for example, the percentage of Muslims rose from 30% 
to 45%, while in the area of Opolje, populated entirely 
by Albanians, this percentage grew from 2.3% to 19.5% 
in the course of twenty years. In comparison, the neigh-
boring Gora, populated by Serbs, had just a 2% Muslim 
population share at the same time.26 Conversion to Islam 
was also noticeable in other parts with a mixed Serbi-
an-Albanian population, in the river valleys of Ribnica 
(Erenika), Trnava (Trava) and Beli Drim (White Drin).

The gradual shift in the religious and ethnic structure of 
the population was not reflected in the condition of the 
churches and monasteries in Kosovo and Metohija until 
the late 17th century. However, the consequences of harmo-
nizing Ottoman laws with the Sharia law, on which the new 
generation of bureaucrats insisted, were already felt during 
the reign of Sultan Selim II (1566–1574). They were re-
flected in the increased economic pressure on the Christian 

25  Lowry, Nature of the Early Ottoman State, 96, 113.
26  Katić, The Sancak, 127–128.

church. Namely, an investigation of the origin of church 
landholdings revealed that many had been acquired by 
sale and purchase or bequeathing of state land (arz-i miri) 
or the non-Sharia bequeathing of privately owned land 
(mülk). All of these landholdings were to be confiscated 
and redistributed to the same or other users after the ap-
propriate fees and Sharia verification. Thus church-owned 
land became subject to the less favorable tithe taxation in-
stead of maktuʻ (a fixed lump sum payment of taxes). The 
sums the monasteries paid to ‘repurchase’ their estates var-
ied depending on the size of the estate; Dečani paid 15,000 
akçes, while St. John of Rila Monastery in Bulgaria paid 
60,000 akçes. Poor and less renowned monasteries had to 
go into debt in order to raise the required sums, which in 
some cases resulted in decades-long financial hardship and 
in eventual abandonment in others.27

Despite the abovementioned administrative and fiscal 
changes, the second half of the 16th century was a period 
of revival for the church, especially after the restoration 
of the Patriarchate of Peć in 1557. Although the construc-
tion of new churches was forbidden under Sharia law, 
and the reconstruction of old ones strictly conditioned 

– the original perimeter of a structure could not be ex-
panded or altered in any other way – in practice this rule 
was not followed in the predominantly Christian Balkans. 
Economically strengthened and with strong connections 
at the top of the Ottoman government, the Patriarchate 
of Peć managed to build and reconstruct dozens of reli-
gious buildings under its jurisdiction by the end of the 
16th century and in the 17th century. The more affluent 
part of the Serbian society, which had emerged in the 
meantime owing to the upswing of Balkan mining in the 
second half of the 16th century, also contributed to these 
efforts. Wealthy entrepreneurs, financiers of mining and 
lessees of entire mining areas, protected and financially 
supported the Church and commissioned the construc-
tion of new religious edifices.

The first to be restored were the monastic buildings of 
the Patriarchate of Peć itself, followed by the Gračanica 
Monastery, the Church of Transfiguration in Budisavci 
near Peć (fig. 14), and the Devič Monastery.28 At least 17 
churches were built in the Sirinić county (zhupa).29 It is 
noteworthy that new churches and monasteries were also 

27  For more details, see: Fotić, The official explanations, 33–54.
28  Зиројевић, Цркве и манастири, 87, 90, 165, 168; Задужбине Ко-
сова, 406, 480 (М. Ивановић).
29  Зиројевић, Цркве и манастири, 32.

Fig. 329. Kmetovce, Church of St. Demetrios (St. Barbara), 
destroyed in the 18th century, photographed in 1964
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being built in the earlier period, e.g. the Ubožac Monas-
tery near Kosovska Kamenica.30 After the restoration of 
the Patriarchate of Peć, the number of monks in monas-
teries increased; contemporaries recorded that there were 
between 100 and 150 monks living in Peć in the second 
half of the 16th century.31

The good relationship between the Patriarchate of Peć 
and the Ottoman authorities continued for most of the 
17th century. Work on the reconstruction of churches 
and preservation of the Serbian literary heritage was 
particularly intensive under Patriarch Pajsije Janjevac 
(1614–1647). Among other things, the Patriarchate of 
Peć and its churches were again restored and re-roofed, 
while Gračanica was given a new iconostasis. However, 
after the Austrian conquest of Belgrade in 1688, a great 
Christian uprising erupted in the Balkans and spread 
throughout the war-affected areas. In early 1690, the 
Ottoman Empire regained control of Kosovo and Meto-
hija with the help of Tatars and local Albanian pashas. 
With the tacit consent of the state, this auxiliary army 
launched a three-month-long reprisal campaign against 

30  Тодић, Манастир Убожац, 67–88.
31  ИСН III/2, 63 (Р. Самарџић).

the civilian population. At that time the Patriarchate of 
Peć and the town of Peć were sacked and torched. The 
same fate befell the Dečani Monastery and the towns of 
Prizren, Djakovica, Vučitrn and others. Together with Pa-
triarch Arsenije III, thousands of Serbs fled, never to re-
turn. A new population, mostly Albanian, began settling 
on their land. Church life died down and some churches 
and monasteries were permanently abandoned (Holy 
Virgin of Hvosno32, Ubožac33, the Dečani Sketae34 etc.). 
The once populous monastic communities were reduced 
to no more than a few individuals: in the early 18th cen-
tury there were only seven monks in Peć and just three 
in Dečani.35 The ruins of once impressive monasteries, 
burned-down churches and abandoned villages would 
for decades bear witness to past plights and remain omi-
nous heralds of even worse suffering to come.

The period of general insecurity: 18th–19th century

In the first decades of the 18th century, the Serbian Or-
thodox Church was equally exposed to Turkish and Al-
banian pressure. Albanian pashas had appropriated the 
estates of the Patriarchate of Peć.36 The Peć monks re-
fused to leave and allow the ‘whirling dervishes’, Mevlevi, 
to be housed at the monastery, as decreed by a firman 
in 1705. Patriarch Kalinik I fought for the preservation 
of the Serbian church endangered by the Peć noblemen 
Pasha Hudaverdi and Tahir Pasha Mahmud Bey-zade.37

When the Metropolitan of Raška Mojsije Rajović was 
appointed the Patriarch of Peć in 1712, Albanians had 
already taken over most of the Patriarchate’s estates. The 
patriarch had no choice but to buy back the monastery’s 
land from Albanian beys with the help of the Metropoli-
tanate of Karlovci.38

Life in Kosovo and Metohija in the first decades of the 
18th century was marked by wars between the Habsburg 
Monarchy and the Ottoman Empire. In the conflicts of 
1716–1718 and 1737–1739, Serbian volunteers supported 
the Austrian troops. On the other hand, the Albanians 
aided the Turkish army in the fight against Serbian re-
bels and, converting to Islam in the process, populated 

32  Задужбине Косова, 23.
33  Ibid., 485; Тодић, Манастир Убожац, 87.
34  Поповић, Тодић, Војводић, Дечанска пустиња, 38.
35  ИСН III/1, 542 (Р. Веселиновић).
36  ИСН IV/1, 534 (Р. Самарџић).
37  Ibid., 534–535.
38  Тричковић, Устанци, сеобе и страдања, 168.

Fig. 330. Velika Hoča, Church of St. Luke, torn down in 1897, 
photographed in 1968
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the war-torn regions of Kosovo and Metohija. The main 
reason for the Albanian expansion seems to have been 
political: the aim was to establish a new privileged class 
relative to the Christians. The Islamization and Albaniza-
tion of the Serbs in Kosovo and Metohija intensified in 
the first half of the 18th century.39 In 1731 the Metropoli-
tan of Prizren Isaija Tucak found the Church of the Holy 
Trinity in Mušutište destroyed and the Monastery of St. 
Peter of Koriša abandoned (fig. 69).40

After two Serbian patriarchs (Arsenije III Čarnojević 
in 1690 and Arsenije IV Jovanović in 1739) led a large 
number of Ottoman subjects to the neighboring Habs-
burg Monarchy, the Serbian Church fell from grace. The 
migrations were followed by Turkish reprisals against 
the Christian population and the demolition of churches 

39  Ibid., 149–169.
40  Костић (П.), Црквени живот, 144.

and monuments.41 In the mid-18th century, Serbian and 
Greek bishops, locked in mutual conflicts, replaced each 
other on the patriarchal throne of Peć, and differences 
between the Christians and the Muslims became increas-
ingly pronounced. The Patriarchate was abolished in 
1766 by a berât issued by Sultan Murad II, which dealt a 
heavy blow to the Serbian people. The territory under its 
jurisdiction was left to the administration of Greek bish-
ops and uneducated village priests.42

Although the territories of Old Serbia were not affected 
by the last Austro-Turkish War (1788–1791) in the 18th 
century and although the Treaty of Sistova of 1791 guar-
anteed amnesty for the Serbs, the state failed to protect 
its Christian subjects. A wave of religious intolerance to-
wards the Christian Orthodox population in Kosovo and 

41  Задужбине Косова, 387 (М. Ивановић).
42  Тричковић, Устанци, сеобе и страдања, 169.

Fig. 331. Koriša, Church of Sts. Peter and Paul, torn down in 1885, photographed in 1964
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Metohija spread due to the conflict between Russia and 
Turkey in 1787–1792, which in turn contributed to the 
violent Islamization of many Serbian families. In the mid-
18th century, Albanian Bahti-bey Džinić, whose ancestors 
had immigrated to Kosovo from northern Albania in the 
18th century and soon wrested power from the Turkish 
sipahis,43 destroyed the Monastery of St. John south of 
Gnjilane.44 Kara Mahmud Pasha Bushati, the governor 
of the Sanjak of Skadar (Scutari) (1778–1796), forcefully 
converted the entire population of the village of Dobro-
doljane (Suva Reka) to Islam and razed the Church of St. 

43  Поповић (Ј.), Живот Срба, 221. The memories of Nikola Popović, 
a village serf from Gračanica, written down and edited by his son 
Janićije in 1933, include events from the life of the Serbs in Kosovo. 
They have been corroborated by the statements of 35 persons who 
had been involved in the events, as well as by other written sources.
44  Станковић, Путне белешке, 9; Задужбине Косова, 421(М. Ива-
новић).

Stephen to the ground.45 During Mahmud Pasha’s attack 
on Prizren in 1795, one of the local churches dedicated 
to St. Nicholas was sacked.46

Over the course of the 18th century the institutions that 
formed the foundation of the Ottoman Empire were un-
dermined. The weakened central government was unable 
to stop the usurpers of feudal rights. On the other hand, 
the Serbian revolution of 1804 incited a series of national 
movements in the Balkans. As the feudal lords of Kosovo 
and Metohija, the Albanian pashas did not acknowledge 
the central government of the Porte, but became defend-
ers of the Ottoman Empire in the face of the liberation 
movements of the Balkan peoples in the 19th century.47

45  Задужбине Косова, 433 (М. Ивановић).
46  One of the monastery books was later found in a village near 
Dečani, Костић (П.), Црквени живот, 80–81.
47  ИСН V/1, Београд 1981, 8–16 (В. Стојанчевић).

Fig. 332. Slovinje, Church of St. George; the material was reused by Jašar-Pasha for the construction of the bridge on the Sitnica, 
photographed in 1965
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The French travel writer Pouqueville was astonished by 
the anarchy in Kosovo, as well as the cruel persecution 
of Christians by the bloodthirsty Maliq Pasha, of Alba-
nian ethnicity,48 whose seat was in Priština.49 In the sec-
ond and third decade of the 19th century, Kosovo was 
ruled by the self-proclaimed lord, Priština-based Jashar 
Pasha Džinić, nephew of the abovementioned Maliq 
Pasha.50 During his administration 79 Serb-populated 
villages disappeared, most of them in the Priština and 
Vučitrn nahiyes, and their inhabitants were either killed 
or displaced, mostly due to their resistance to the chiflik 
system. Approximately the same number of villages was 
forced to convert to Islam.51 The weakening of church 
organization, demolition of churches and persecution 
of priests in the time of Jashar Pasha had severe con-
sequences for the national life of the Serbian people.52 
Having banned religious service at the Gračanica Mon-
astery, he ordered its marble floor removed and reused 

48  Поповић (Ј.), Живот Срба, 211–212.
49  Нушић, Косово II, 2; Батаковић, Косово и Метохија, 83.
50  Поповић (Ј.), Живот Срба, 211.
51  Милојевић, Путопис, 189–214; Стојанчевић, Јужнословенски 
народи, 332–333.
52  ИСН V/1, 236–237 (В. Стојанчевић).

in his hamam, while he used the lead from the monas-
tery roof to cover a mosque.53

Jashar Pasha of Priština is known to have used the stone 
from torn-down and derelict Serbian churches in Bresje 
(Church of St. Catherine), Krajište, Skulanovo, Svrčin, 
Slovinje, Sušica, Topličane, and other villages near Lipl-
jan and Priština in the construction of bridges on the Sit-
nica River (fig. 332).54 In the early 20th century, the bridge 
on the Sitnica near Lipljan was the only stone bridge and 
it was built using stone from the walls of the narthex of 
the Serbian church in Lipljan after Jashar Pasha had the 
narthex torn down in 1804.55 Labeled as a ‘ruthless de-
stroyer of Serbian churches’ the pasha of Priština also de-
molished the Church of St. Nicholas east of Nerodimlje.56 
The churches in Burince and Bradaš were also torn down 
and their stone was used to erect Jashar Pasha’s watermills 
in Lužane and Bariljevo. The lead taken off on Jashar Pa-
sha’s orders from the Church of St. John the Forerunner 
in Samodreža near Vučitrn was used to roof the mosque 
in the village of Benčuk on Mt. Čičavica.57 The remainder 
of the stone was used by an Albanian from the village of 
Samodreža to build a watermill not far from the ruins of 
the former church.58 Jashar Pasha also ordered that wa-
termills in the Mjekić Gorge and on the Gračanka River 
be built using ashlars from the monasteries St. Nicholas 
of Sibovac and Vojsilovica.59 Demolished by the Turks 
and restored in the early 19th century owing to the ef-
forts of Beyaz Hanuma, the wife of Albanian Rashid-bey 
Džinić, the Church of the Transfiguration in Pasjane was 
torched on Jashar Pasha’s orders, because he could not 
bear to look at a new and freshly painted church.60

Persecution and looting marked the following decades 
as well, especially during the Crimean War (1853–1856), 
when the anti-Slavic and anti-Christian Albanians and 
Circassians, who had been brought to Kosovo by the Porte, 

53  The pasha later allowed Gračanica to be roofed to prevent further 
decay, and gave the churchyard as a gift. His second good deed was 
the fact that he permitted the Serbs to build a church in Priština, cf. 
Поповић, (Ј.), Живот Срба, 220–221; Батаковић, Од српске рево-
луције, 178–179.
54  Нушић, Косово II, 58; Урошевић, Косово, 34; Задужбине Косова, 
387 (М. Ивановић).
55  Задужбине Косова, 387.
56  Нушић, Косово II, 67.
57  Задужбине Косова, 521 (М. Ивановић).
58  Станковић, Путне белешке, 99.
59  Урошевић, Косово, 34.
60  Станковић, Путне белешке, 42; Задужбине Косова, 496 (М. 
Ивановић).

Fig. 333. Slovinje, remains of the Church of St. Nicholas, 
photographed in 1973
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joined the Turkish troops. In the mid-19th century, after 
the Turkish authorities began encouraging the construc-
tion of mosques in villages, the Albanian aga Miftar Tafa 
tore down the church in the village of Rudnik (30 km from 
Peć) to the musical background of drums and zurlas.61

In the mid-19th century the Dečani Monastery was un-
der the protection of the Turkish authorities, but was in 
fact constantly targeted by Albanian bandits, who stole 
money and food.62 The Albanians also took over monas-
tery landholdings and the monastery’s brotherhood sent 
numerous complaints and appeals to the Serbian Met-
ropolitan Petar and Prince Miloš Obrenović, as well as 
to the Turkish authorities, seeking permission to erect a 
protective wall.63

In a complaint lodged with the sultan and the Russian 
tsar in 1864, Haji Serafim Ristić, the archimandrite of 
the Dečani Monastery, listed detailed examples of crimes 
committed by Albanians and Turks against the Serbian 

61  Ивановић, Метохија, 377.
62  Јастребов, Податци, 56; Стојанчевић, Јужнословенски народи, 
234–235.
63  Јуришић, Дечански првенац, 72; Јастребов, Податци, 57; Заду-
жбине Косова, 615–619.

population.64 In his book The Weeping of Old Serbia (Plač 
Stare Srbije, 1864) he stated that five Albanians had dug 
up the church in Belo Polje near Peć and used the stone 
and bricks to build houses and stables, and also made 
chimneys from the Holy Table and roof crosses.65 A simi-
lar fate befell the church in the village of Sinaj, which the 
Albanians demolished and used the construction mate-
rial to build houses and stables for themselves.66

Particularly important data for the history of the Serbian 
people and the Serbian church in Turkey are found in the 
work of Ivan Stepanovich Yastrebov, the Russian consul 
in Skadar and Prizren from 1867 to 1886, as well as in 
the works of contemporary travel writers.67 According to 
Yastrebov, from the mid-19th century onwards Albanians 
from the village of Vranić near Suva Reka forbade the 
Serbs in nearby Popovljane to perform religious services 
in the church their fathers and grandfathers had built.68 
In the village of Pećani, also near Suva Reka, Yastrebov 
found the Church of the Presentation of the Holy Virgin,69 
which had caved in under the elements, because the 
Turks had stripped the lead layer from its roof.70 Its fres-
coes were still visible in the church and Yastrebov man-
aged to read the ktetorial inscription about the frescoing 
of the church from the time of Serbian Despot Djuradj 
Branković.71 The church was later razed to the ground 
(fig. 335) and its stone used for the construction of resi-
dential and commercial structures in the village, whereas 
a finely carved window decorated with a relief was taken 
off and built into a nearby Albanian house (fig. 336).72

According to some observations, the Turks mainly de-
stroyed small churches and seem to have been awestruck 
by major churches and monasteries such as Dečani, the 
Patriarchate of Peć and Gračanica.73 For example, the 
Church of St. Barbara in the village of Kmetovce was de-
molished in the 18th century and the material from its 
walls was used in the construction of bridges on the small 

64  Богдановић, Књига о Косову, 133–134.
65  Ристић (С.), Плач Старе Србије, 39; Ивановић, Метохија, 160.
66  Ристић (С.), Плач Старе Србије, 45.
67  Јастребов, Податци; Гиљфердинг, Путовање; Терзић, Стара 
Србија, 427–435.
68  Ястребов, Стара Сербия и Албания, 65–66.
69  Ibid., 64.
70  Милојевић, Путопис II, 158.
71  Јастребов, Податци за историју цркве, 186.
72  Ивановић, Остаци цркве Ваведења Богородице, 187–195, fig. 
9–11.
73  Цвијић, Балканско полуострво, 412–413; ИСН III/2, 35 (Р. Са-
марџић).

Fig. 334. Slovinje, Church of St. John, torn down by Albanians 
to build a mosque, photographed in 1973
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Banja and Dobruša rivers (fig. 329).74 In the 19th century, 
the aga of Gnjilane also used ashlars from the Monastery 
of the Holy Archangels Michael and Gabriel in the vil-
lage of Trpeza (Vitina) to build a bridge on the Morava 
near Klokot.75 Albanians from Vitina and the surround-
ing area pressurized the Monastery of the Holy Archan-
gel Michael in Binač, but did not destroy it completely.76 
In 1884 the Serbian diplomat and author Branislav Nušić 
reported that Yusuf-bey, the commander of the army bar-
racks in Mitrovica, ordered the stones from the church 
in Zvečan taken away for the construction of a bridge 
on the Ibar River.77 The mosque in the village of Vrano-
vac (Peć) was built in the late 19th century from crushed 
stone and ashlars from the demolished Ružica Church; 
little is known about the church except that it was built 
in the reddish marble of Dečani, possibly even before the 
Battle of Kosovo.78 In the late 19th and early 20th century, 
Albanians built parts of the stone and marble plates left 
over from the Studenica of Hvosno into the mosques in 
the villages of Studenica, Vrelo and Kaličani (Istok).79 The 
stone from the church in Bradaš (Podujevo) was taken in 
the 19th century to build the pasha’s big watermill at the 
confluence of the Belo Polje River.80 The Albanians sold 
the material from the ruins of the 16th century Church of 
St. Nicholas (fig. 333) in the village of Slovinje (Lipljan) 
to a company that built railway bridges during the con-
struction of the Kosovo railroad (1871–1873).81

Built in 1860 along with the first Serbian school in 
that area, the church in the village of Graničane near 
Leposavić was razed to the ground in 1876. Only the 
ruins of the old Church of Palm Sunday at the vil-
lage cemetery remained.82 In the late 19th century, the 

74  Задужбине Косова, 458 (М. Ивановић).
75  Ibid., 535.
76  After the death of monk Ganko Cajkić in 1867, the monastery 
temporarily suspended its service. The dormitory was set on fire 
by an Albanian who soon thereafter lost his eyesight. After this the 
Albanians did not dare raise their hand against this monastery, which 
was restored in the early 20th century. Cf. Станковић, Путне беле-
шке, 47; Задужбине Косова, 399 (М. Ивановић).
77  Нушић, Косово II, 107.
78  Задужбине Косова, 417 (М. Ивановић).
79  Кораћ, Студеница Хвостанска, 5–7, 16, 57–59, 63–69, with 
older literature.
80  Задужбине Косова, 402 (М. Ивановић).
81  Ibid., 526.
82  The Serbian consul in Priština, Todor Stanković, wrote that the 
well-known oppressors of Old Kolašin populated Lozna, Graničane 
etc., cf. Станковић, Путне белешке, 113; Задужбине Косова, 429 
(М. Ивановић).

Church of St. George in the village of Krnjince near 
Klina was also torn down.83

From the middle of the 18th century, the Serbs in Ko-
sovo and Metohija were organized into church-school 
congregations, through which they funded the establish-
ment of schools and restoration of churches. The oldest 
Serbian church-school congregation in Prizren founded 
the first Serbian school in 1836.84 From the 1880s, the 
Serbian government carried out an organized campaign 
to expand educational and religious institutions in Ko-
sovo and Metohija.85 The center of Serbian political life in 
Kosovo was the Prizren Seminary, founded in 1871. The 
Serbian population in Kosovo and Metohija was under 
the religious jurisdiction of the Metropolitanate of Raška 
and Prizren; however, it was not until 1896 that Dionisije 
Petrović was finally appointed as its first Serbian metro-
politan after a long time, at the insistence of Serbia, Mon-
tenegro and Russia.86 According to incomplete data of the 
Eparchy of Raška and Prizren dating from 1899, religious 

83  Задужбине Косова, 466 (М. Ивановић).
84  Батаковић, Од српске револуције, 199–201.
85  Јовановић (Ј. М.), Јужна Србија, 88–140; Војводић (М.), Србија 
у међународним односима.
86  ИСН VI/1, 303–305 (Ђ. Микић).

Fig. 335. Pećani, remains of the Church of the Presentation 
of the Virgin, photographed in 1967
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service was performed in 87 churches and 14 monaster-
ies, while 294 churches and 40 monasteries were derelict. 
Most of the derelict churches were located in Gnjilane 
and its surroundings – 83; in Peć – 40; in Prizren and its 
surroundings – 39; in Priština – 21; on Mt. Čičavica – 20; 
and in Vučitrn – 13.87

In the period from 1878 to 1912 discontent and unrest 
spread among the Christians in Kosovo and Metohija due 
to personal and material insecurity, an inconsistent tax 
policy, unresolved agrarian relations, abuses by the Turk-
ish authorities, and the willfulness of Albanian and Muslim 

87  Новаковић (С.), Балканска питања, 520–527; Терзић, Стара 
Србија, 160.

renegades.88 Mulla Zeka, one of the leaders in Peć and the 
founder of the League of Peć, played an important role in 
the political and social organizing of Albanians in the Ko-
sovo and Skadar vilayets.89 In the 1870s, as the mutasarrif 
of Peć he took the pillars, capitals, treated stone and timber 
from the Church of the Holy Virgin of Hvosno to build 
his hamam in Peć.90 The Serbian church in the village of 
Jošanica, near Klina, which Yastrebov had found with its 
dome intact and frescoes partially preserved in 1879, was 
demolished by Mulla Zeka around 1880, and the marble 
pillars and other material from the church was used to 
build a mosque in Lješane.91 In 1897, the Albanians also 
tore down the Church of St. Luke in Velika Hoča (fig. 330).92

The Church of St. Peter in Koriša (fig. 331) partially survived 
until it was completely demolished in 1885 by the notori-
ous Albanian Rustem Kabash, who used the stone to build 
a mosque and a school. He also appropriated the church 
land.93 The Kabash Albanians are known to have kept goats 
in the abandoned Monastery of St. Mark of Koriša in the 
mid 19th-century (fig. 53, 344).94 After 1878, the Kabash 
Albanians appropriated the monastery’s forests and lands 
and even banned the monks from logging. The monastery 
launched a lawsuit for the return of its land in 1904 and the 
following summer won the dispute before a kadi judge in 
Prizren. The judgment was verified by an appellate court, 
but Kosovo Vali Shaqir-pasha sided with the Albanians and 
managed to get the judgment annulled in Constantinople.95

Although the Ottoman Empire worked to reorganize the 
state by implementing reforms, the first decade of the 
20th century did not bring peace to Kosovo and Meto-
hija either. The Albanian uprisings of 1910, 1911, and 
1912, as well as the Empire’s instability, contributed to 
the speedy forging of the Balkan League, which included 
Serbia, Montenegro, Bulgaria, and Greece. In view of the 
fact that the Empire refused to extend to the Christian 
population the concessions it had promised to the Alba-
nians, in October 1912 the Balkan allies saw their chance 
to declare war against the Ottoman Empire.

88  Преписка о арбанаским насиљима.
89  Стојанчевић, Срби и Арбанаси, 217.
90  Стефановић (А.), Стара српска црквена архитектура (крај), 
446; Задужбине Косова, 387.
91  Задужбине Косова, 453.
92  Ивановић, Метохија, 173.
93  Костић (П.), Црквени живот, 103–104.
94  Задужбине Косова, 463 (М. Ивановић).
95  Костић (П.), Црквени живот, 137–139. The Monastery of St. 
Mark was torn down by Kabash Albanians in 1915, cf. ibid., 141–142.

Fig. 336. Pećani, stone window frame from the Church of the 
Presentation of the Virgin built into an Albanian house, 
photographed in 1966
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Fig 450. Serbian monasteries and churches in Kosovo and Metohija
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EOE = Encyclopedia of the Ottoman Empire, ed. G. Ágoston, B. 
Masters, New York 2009.
Glasnik MKiM = Glasnik Muzeja Kosova i Metohije, Priština
JOB = Jahrbuch der Osterreichischen Byzantinistik, Wien
MAD = Maliyeden Müdevver Defter
TD = Tapu Defteri
TTD = Tapu Tahrir Defterleri
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