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Ottoman provincial administration

The Ottoman administration of Kosovo and Metohija 
was fully established in the mid-15th century, when the 
sanjaks as the permanent military-administrative units 
replaced the provisional frontier (uç) unit called krajište 
in Serbian. The borders of the sanjaks reflected the pace 
and directions of Ottoman conquests and could be 
changed depending on military needs, the reputation 
of their commander or budget revenue. Formed before 
1455, the first sanjaks in this territory were the Sanjak 
of Prizren (Prizren Sancağı) and the Sanjak of Vučitrn 
(Vulçitrin sancağı), which respectively comprised the 
western and eastern part of present-day Kosovo.1 The 
smaller outer reaches in the south and east belonged to 
the Sanjak of Kruševac (Alacahisar Sancağı), which was 
established around the same time, or to the Pasha Sanjak 
(Paşa Sancağı), also known as the Sanjak of Sofia (So-
fia Sancağı), which was formed already in the late 14th 
century. After the establishment of the Sanjak of Bosnia 
(Bosna Sancağı) in 1463, the area along the left bank of 
the Ibar River in the north of Kosovo came under its ju-
risdiction.2 Previously a part of the Sanjak of Prizren, the 
wider area around Peć was incorporated into the newly 
formed Sanjak of Skadar/Scutari (İskenderiye Sancağı) 
in 1480/1481.3 In the late 1510s the northernmost parts 
of Kosovo, along the right bank of the Ibar River, were 
included into the Sanjak of Zvornik (İzvornik Sancağı).4 
In the 16th and 17th century the territorial scope of some 
sanjaks kept changing, usually due to financial reasons. 
Some parts of the Sanjak of Prizren were temporarily 

1  Katić, The Sancak, 116.
2  Зиројевић, Први векови, 52.
3  Pulaha, Defteri i Regjistrimit; Katić, The Sancak, 118.
4  Handžić, Dva prva popisa; Katić, The Sancak, 119.

added to the Sanjak of Dukakin (Dukakin sancak); and 
the area south of Kačanik, previously a part of the Pasha 
Sanjak, was incorporated into the newly formed Sanjak 
of Üsküp (Skopje) in the mid-16th century.5All of these 
changes show that the Ottomans never considered the 
region of Kosovo and Metohija a separate political, mili-
tary or economic entity.

The sanjaks were commanded by sanjak-beys, the rep-
resentatives of military and executive power. Judicial 
powers were wielded by the office of the kadi (Islamic 
judge), which also controlled the activities of the san-
jak-beys and other Ottoman officials. The territorial 
jurisdiction of a kadi – a kadilik or kaza – did not nec-
essarily correspond to the territory of a sanjak, but was 
delineated depending on the number of Muslims in a 
given territory and the scope and importance of the 
kadi’s activities. In areas with a Christian majority and 
a relatively small share of Muslims, the territory under 
the jurisdiction of a kadi tended to be larger. On the 
other hand, important economic centers such as mines 
and areas that belonged to them and enjoyed immu-
nity had their own kadis. The jurisdiction over a single 
sanjak could be split among several kadis; conversely, 
the purview of a single kadi could include villages in 
two or even three sanjaks. In the first half of the 16th 
century, the territory of Kosovo and Metohija belonged 
to the following kadiliks: Vučitrn, Priština, Novo Brdo, 
Prizren, Peć, Arnavut hâsses, Belasica and Novi Pazar.6

The seats of the two oldest and largest sanjaks in Koso-
vo and Metohija were the cities of Prizren and Vučitrn, 
which both had medieval fortresses or fortified ruler’s 

5  Шопова, Кога Скопје, 89–97; Зиројевић, Први векови, 51–52; 
Katić, The Sancak, 120.
6  167 Numaralı.
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Fig. 21. Sultan Murad I slashed open in the Battle of Kosovo (1389) and the execution of Miloš Obilić 
who assassinated the sultan, Hunername I, fol. 94r, 1584, detail (Topkapi Palace, Istanbul)
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residences. The Ottomans also stationed their garrisons 
in the other two captured fortresses: Zvečan and Novo 
Brdo. The garrison of Novo Brdo was the largest because 
it was tasked with securing the nearby mine as well as 
the biggest mint in the Ottoman Empire.7 Having suf-
fered heavy damage in the conflicts, the remaining forts 
such as Priština, Mitrovica and others were either torn 
down or left to the ravages of time.8 Located deep in the 
hinterlands of the Empire, the fort in Vučitrn gradually 
lost its importance and later served as a public ware-
house, courtroom and prison.9

The Ottomans built only two forts in Kosovo and Me-
tohija: the first in Kačanik (1590s) and the second atop 
the ruins of the medieval Banjska Monastery in 1619 
(fig. 19). Both were built to provide support to the local 
road guards (derbencis) in their struggle against ‘Albani-
an highwaymen’.10 In addition to the Kačanik Gorge and 
Mount Rogozna, armed derbenci units recruited among 
the local population patrolled the Rugova Gorge and 
the areas of Novo Brdo, Priština, Prizren etc.11

Villages and cities

Due to its developed agriculture, animal husbandry and 
particularly mining, Kosovo and Metohija had been 
densely populated since the pre-Ottoman period. The 
continuity of life and their population survived even af-
ter the Ottoman conquest, primarily owing to the dec-
ades-long period of dual governance – the concurrent 
functioning of Serbian and Ottoman administration in 
this area. Serbian charters and Ottoman censuses from 
the 15th and 16th century bear evidence to the fact that 
the majority of settlements kept their medieval names 
and populations with some minor changes. From the 
mid-15th to the end of the 16th century the number of 
abandoned villages remained relatively small and con-
sistent with the general situation in Europe at the time.

Most villages in Kosovo and Metohija had up to 25 
taxpayers (the calculation was based on the total of all 
taxpayers in a village: family households, households 
headed by widows and unmarried men, i.e. bachelors). 
Depending on the region, these villages made up 60–
70%. Villages with more than 100 taxpayers made up 

7  Катиќ, Ковачница, 69.
8  Evliyâ Çelebi, 277, 279.
9  Здравковић, Средњовековни градови, 29.
10  Evliyâ Çelebi, V, 276; Зиројевић, Први векови, 57–58, 99.
11  Зиројевић, Први векови, 58–60.

less than 10% and were mostly situated in the most fer-
tile and hospitable areas, near urban settlements and 
major mining centers. In the 16th century these villages 
included Ljubižda, Koriša, Hoča, Mušutište, Selce and 
Gorožup in the wider Prizren area; Brod in the area of 
Gora; Jošanica in the area of Peć; Ribar near Lipljan; 
and Gračanica near Priština.12 Some villages had over 
100 taxpayers in the mid-15thcentury, but this number 
gradually declined due to migrations. This was the case 
in Štimlje, Vitina and Laplje Selo.13

Pre-Ottoman cities of Prizren, Novo Brdo, Priština and 
Trepča continued to grow under Ottoman rule. Despite 
major changes in the size of its population, Prizren re-
mained the largest and most important city in Kosovo 
and Metohija in the Ottoman period. 16th-century deft-
ers inform us that in 1518 Prizren had a total of 851 
registered taxpayers;14 in 1550 – 633;15 in 1571 – 830;16 
and in 1591– 611.17 The exact number of its inhabit-
ants is impossible to determine since the censuses did 
not include all demographic categories. The total popu-
lation would have certainly amounted to four or five 
times more than the number of registered taxpayers.

Priština experienced continued demographic growth 
in the first centuries of Ottoman rule. The census reg-
istered 426 taxpayers in 1477/1478;18 512 in 1525;19and 
677 in 1571.20 In the second half of the 16th century, 
Priština had a Christian and Serbian majority, judging 
by the names of the registered inhabitants. In the same 
period, over 50% of the population of Prizren was Mus-
lim; Serbs were the most numerous among its Christian 
inhabitants, followed by a substantial number of Alba-
nians and some Greeks, Aromanians, Ragusans, citizens 
from the city of Kotor and others. The Muslim popula-
tion was mostly made up of local converts, with rela-
tively few ethnic Turks.

The mining cities of Novo Brdo, Trepča and Janjevo 
had a Christian majority. In 1498 Novo Brdo had 897 

12  Катић, Опширни попис; 167 Numaralı; 367 Numaralı.
13  Oblast Brankovića, 120, 171–172, 216–217; 167 Numaralı, 352–353.
14  167 Numaralı, 372. The data in this defter was mechanically 
copied from a defter compiled in 1518, which has survived only in its 
summarized version: BOA,TD 92.
15  BOA, TD 368, 43–50.
16  Катић, Опширни попис, 51–61.
17  TKGM,TTD55, 13а–16b.
18  BOA,MAD 16, 39a.
19  BOA, TD 133, 161–166.
20  TKGM, TTD124, 311a–314b.
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Fig. 22. The enthronement of Sultan Bayezid in the Field of Kosovo in 1389, Hunername I, fol. 96v, 1584, detail 
(Topkapi Palace, Istanbul)
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registered Christian taxpayers and no registered Mus-
lims, although some certainly lived there (the members 
of the Ottoman administration, metalworkers employed 
at the local mint and others).21 The number of registered 
taxpayers also shows that in the 15th century Novo Brdo 
was a major city about the same size as Prizren. In the 
16th century, however, its population was halved and out-
grown by that of Trepča.22 In terms of significance, the 
third mining settlement was Janjevo.23All mining cities 
were multiethnic. In addition to Serbs, their inhabitants 
included Albanians and ‘Latins’ – mostly émigrés from 
cities on the Adriatic Coast (primarily Ragusa), and 
to a lesser extent the descendents of its former Saxon 
community. There were also some Greeks, Aromanians, 
Bulgarians etc. Novo Brdo also had a Jewish community.

Demographics

In the first centuries of Ottoman rule, Orthodox Serbs 
were the majority population of Kosovo and Metohija, 
as unambiguously evidenced by Ottoman cadastral sur-
veys from the 15th and 16th century. These include the 
registered names of all settlements in the region as well 
as the names of their inhabitants. The majority of per-
sonal names belongs to the Serbian national onomasti-
con (Vuk, Večerin, Dabiživ, Milobrat, Radonja, Stojan, 
Cvetko) or was derived from the Christian calendar (Jo-
van, Djordje, Nikola, Marko, Petar, Pavle). Albanian ver-
sions of calendar names (Gjon, Gjin, Gjergj, Mark, Petr, 
Pal) and ethnic Albanian names (Bic, Doda, Doç, Jupa, 
Laç) appear in some areas. Modern onomastic studies 
of Ottoman defters and medieval monastic charters have 
shown the prevalence of ethnic names over names de-
rived from the Christian calendar among both Serbs and 
Albanians.24 In view of this fact and the obvious differ-
ences between their anthroponyms, the ethnic composi-
tion of the population of Kosovo in the 15th and 16th cen-
tury can be reconstructed with a fair degree of certainty.

The central, northern and eastern parts of Kosovo 
were inhabited only by Serbs, with the exception of cit-
ies, which were multiethnic and multiconfessional. In 

21  BOA, TD 28, 1–16.
22  BOA, TD133, 12–20, 125–131; 15–23, BOA, TD234, 118–124; 
TKGM, TTD 124, 3a–6b, 112a–115a. On the decline of the popula-
tion of Novo Brdo in the 17th century, see: Зиројевић, Кроз Ново-
брдске махале, 7–14.
23  BOA, TD 133, 23–25; BOA, TD 234, 114–117; TKGM, TTD 124, 
95a–96b.
24  Пешикан, Зетско-хумско-рашка имена (1982), 13–33, 46–47.

addition to Serbs, urban settlements were inhabited by 
Roman Catholic merchants from cities on the Adriatic 
coast, Albanians and some Turks.

The settlement of ethnic Turks began already in the first 
century of the 15th century, in the period of dual gov-
ernance over the area formerly ruled by the Branković 
family. The Turks arrived to man the forts (Zvečan) and 
assume the office of kadi or other administrative posi-
tions in mining centers and important commercial hubs 
(Novo Brdo, Trepča, Priština). They were concentrated 
in Prizren, where they permanently settled and worked 
as soldiers, artisans or merchants.

Fig. 23. Law for the ‘reaya’ of the Vilayet of Vučitrn, 1530 
(BOA, TD 167, 315–318)

4 5



Tat j a n a  K at i ć

Albanians inhabited the western and southwestern part 
of Kosovo and the southern reaches of Metohija: the 
valleys of the Ribnica (Erenik), Trnava (Trava) and Beli 
Drim (White Drin) rivers. They were concentrated west 
and south of Djakovica (Altin, Has and Paštrik). Villag-
es inhabited exclusively by Albanians or a mixed Serbo-
Albanian population could also be found along the left 
bank of the Beli Drim, from Prizrenska Bistrica in the 
south to the Miruša River in the north. Only Albanians 
lived in the area of Opolje south of Prizren, while only 
Serbs inhabited the nearby Gora. There were no Alba-
nians among the rural population of the other parts of 
Kosovo and Metohija. This ethnic composition changed 
over time, particularly after the Ottoman–Habsburg 
wars of the late 17th and 18th century.

In the 15th century Kosovo and Metohija were also in-
habited by Vlachs – an autochthonous Romanized pop-
ulation native to the Balkans, at this time at an advanced 
stage of assimilation into the majority Serbian popula-
tion (in north and northeast Albania, the Vlachs were 
assimilated into the Albanian population). The Vlachs 
enjoyed a special status in the medieval Serbian state as 
a social group comprised almost entirely of shepherds, 
and the ruler, nobility and monastic estates employed 
them to perform military service, transport goods or 
herd cattle. The Ottomans accepted their legal status, 
incorporating the entire social group into their military 
system. Hence the censuses recorded the Vlachs sepa-
rately from the rest of the population. In the second half 
of the 15th century, in Kosovo and Metohija as distinct 
groups there were the Vlachs of Prizren (481 house-
holds), the Vlachs of Priština (870 households), the 
Vlachs of Peć (1,008 households), the Vlachs Proilovci 
(196 households) and the Vlachs of Vuk’s lands (2,209 
households, 210 unmarried men and 130 widows).25

Conversion to Islam

In the first centuries of Ottoman rule, the spread of Is-
lam as the official ruling religion of the Ottoman Em-
pire among the population of newly conquered territo-
ries was fairly spontaneous and unforced. The process 
of conversion in Kosovo and Metohija mirrored that of 
the other parts of the Ottoman Balkans. In the first dec-
ades after the conquest, conversion to Islam was a spo-
radic occurrence. It was not until the late 15th and early 
16th century that Islam began to spread in cities, mostly 

25  Зиројевић, Први векови, 63; BOA, TD5m, 28–32.
Fig. 24. The population of mining towns of Kosovo in the light of 
Ottoman cadastre survey registers of the 15th and 16th centuries
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among artisans, and to a lesser extent in rural areas. 
The process of Islamization reached its peak in the first 
two decades of the reign of Suleiman the Magnificent 
(r.1520–1566) – at the height of the Empire’s expansion, 
and noticeably began to lose pace in the second half 
of the 16th century.26As the largest city of Kosovo and 
Metohija, Prizren had a 30% Muslim population share 
until the 1520s; by the 1540s this percentage had risen 

26  Cf. Соколоски, Исламизација, 75–89; Minkov, Conversion to 
Islam, 48–49.

to 45%, with over a half comprised of new converts. By 
the second half of the 16th century, Muslims made up 
over 50% of the city’s population.27

The process of Islamization was much less comprehen-
sive in villages. In the rural areas around Prizren, in the 
1520s there was 0.2–0.5% of Muslims, with the excep-
tion of Opolje, where they made up 2.3%. Opolje was 
inhabited by Albanians, who were generally more likely 
to convert than the majority Serbian population in Ko-
sovo and Metohija. By the mid-16th century Opolje had 
a 20% Muslim population share, while the nearby Serb-
inhabited Gora had only 2%.28

In the 17th century, due to the economic crisis and gen-
eral insecurity, Islamization entered a new, intensely dy-
namic stage and reached its peak in the 1640s. It was in 
this period, more accurately in 1648, that the Muslim 
population of Prizren reached 80%.29

Conversion was particularly intense among Roman 
Catholic Albanians, who at this time increasingly began 
to migrate to the west of Kosovo, the valley of Beli Drim 
and other areas. According to the reports of Catholic 
visitators, men as the heads of households were usu-
ally the first to convert to Islam; women, children and 
the elderly remained Roman Catholic at first but soon 
accepted Islam. The process was quick and intense: for 
example, in 1638 visitators found 550 Roman Catholics 
in Djakovica and its area, mostly women and children; 
four years later, they found around 130 Roman Catho-
lics i.e. 26 Roman Catholic households.30 Conversion to 
Islam meant joining the ranks of the privileged class in 
the Ottoman society and having access to local admin-
istrative positions. This in turn facilitated upward social 
mobility and allowed the converts to climb the social 
ladder, usually committing many abuses at the expense 
of the Christian population along the way.

27  Katić, The Sancak, 127–128. Cf. Prizren, in: EI2, 338 (M. Kiel).
28  Katić, The Sancak, 128.
29  Prizren, in: EI2, 338 (M. Kiel).
30  Радонић, Римска курија, 100, 107.

Fig. 25. Ethnic and religious composition of the population 
of Priština and Prizren according to Ottoman registers 
of the Sanjaks of Vučitrn and Prizren in 1571
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