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Monuments of Catholic Cult in Kosovo during the Middle Ages

A multitude of Christian monuments in Kosovo host in silence traces not to the loudly proclaimed  “Battle of Kosovo” and “Cradle of Civilization” myths, but to the Serbian invasion on the respective territories.

To cover and justify their early invasion Serbia constructed some ultra scientific thesis that intermingle the human rights with the Serbian identity duty. Said differently,  “any territory that presumably preserves Serb” national identity should be seen as an un-alienated right of that particular nation and/or state. Thus, if the international community would proclaim Kosovo as independent, Serbia will automatically be denied off its sovereignty and cultural inheritance that is presumably “Serbian” in Kosovo.

To sanctify the above thesis, Serbia embarked on creating Serbian concept of the Christian Cult Monuments. Especially in Kosovo, the number of these enlisted Serbian cult monuments turned up to be imposing, thus making Kosovo the extraordinary value carrier for Serbia.

It is important to note that during the registration of monuments in Kosovo during 1956, 1968, 1986 and 1993, about two thirds were evidenced as belonging to the Orthodox Serbs (22 monasteries 110 orthodox Serb churches), 25 being mosques, and 29 monuments belonging to the Byzantine ritual. Nothing was mentioned on how most of the orthodox Serb monuments other Cult Monuments at least until the turn of XII century. 

Albanian historiography kept silence on that, which unfortunately allowed room these speculative findings to root and find supporters around the world.  Only a few renowned researches like:  Gaspër Gjini, Skënder Rizaj, Zef Mirdita, Shan Zefi, Fejaz Drançolli were able through their researches and work to shake the foundation of the fabricated Serbian historiography on the so called Orthodox Serb Cult Monuments.

A careful look on the historical sources of all times, and archaeological findings would expose to anyone the Serbian appropriation of the Hillyro-Albanian cult monuments as early as the Roman-Byzantine era. The appropriation practices originate at the time when Stephan Nemancic ruled. 

The most important Christian Cult Monuments in Kosovo such as the Church of the Decan Monatery, Gracanica’s, Saint Michael and Gabriel’s in Prizren, the Church of Lady Prena in Prizren, the Complex of Patrikana of Peja, the Church of Saint Stephen (Shtjefen) in Mitrovica suburbs etc, are all ancient. All serious researchers agree the churches and monasteries above are re-constructed, and renovated atop of ancient monuments that once belonged to Roman or Byzantine ritual. The Gracanica Monastery, according to old historical sources and archeological findings in 1957, 1963, 1964 has been a basilica, constructed around VI-XI after Christ. The basilica was the spiritual center of the Dardanian Ulpiana. After its destruction, the foundation hosted the Church of the Blessed Lady of Gracanica. The last church is mentioned in a letter of Pope Benedict XI in 1303 as being a catholic church. It was the Serbian despot Milutin who build the monastery of Gracanica atop of the Blessed lady of Gracanica Catholic Church around 1316.

Likewise, the Monastery of Saints Michael and Gabriel replaced an ancient Dardanian church that belonged to the late antique period. The reconstruction took place around 1348. Major donations appear to have come from the Ragusians and other catholic stock of the tradesmen operating in Prizren at the time. The archaeologists have discovered interesting artifacts digging around the old foundations that clearly indicate Roman and Gothic influences. 

For example the discovered mosaic retains no resemblance with any of the Serbian mosaics and/or themes. It is rather striking that its style has many similarities with rather the mosaic at the Cathedral of Santa Maria in Florence. Further more, the grave of the Albanian Nobleman and ruler Strazimir Balsha is hosted by the Church belonging to this Monastery since 1372. 

It is well documented that King Milutin (Nemancic) seized and appropriated the Cathedral of Lady Prena in Prizren. The church architecture demonstrates several construction phases, which as pinpointed by the archaeologist Edi Shukria can be divided chronologically as belonging to the antique and middle age periods.

The Church of Martyrs was constructed around XIII century. Today it is grouped with other churches in the Complex of Patricana in Peja. The church was constructed in the Roman style. Its sacral ornaments are in the spirit of the coastal Dalmatian - Albanian tradition. The small and engraved stones are sacral work of art characteristic of the roman –gothic and invariably traditions of construction in the Middle Ages in Kosovo.

The Dalmation- Albanian influences in the construction which originated from Ragusa, Kotorri, Korçulla, Tivari, Ulqini, Shkodra etc, are quite visible in the Church of the Monastery of Decan. The church was reconstructed by Stefan Deçan and Duschan (1327–1335). 

The Monastery of Deçan church is the most typical object attesting to the Albanian –Dalmatian coastal inspiration and style. In the main beam of the south portal you can still find the engraved signature of the Albanian architect Father Vita Kuçi – Cuci. His life and deed is described in the registers of the Historic Archives of Kotorr. One document in particular, issued by the Office of Notary of Kotorr, indicates that the catholic monk Vita Kuçi was the rector, or the Superior Monk of the Church. 
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The ruin and appropriation of the ancient churches from the Serbian invaders and the annihilation of the Albanian Clergy are well documented, and the pile of documents is big. An anonymous writer in 1308, a letter of an Albanian noblemen to the Pope, John XXII in 1319, a report of the Dominican Guillelmus Adae, archibishop of Tivar around 1330; The Code of Duschan in 1349 -1354; a letter of repent that emperor Duschan writes to Pope Innocent VI in 1354, etc., all testify to it.

The statistical documents expose:
 

The cities, markets, and zones around of mines of Kosovo were populated by the indigenous Albanians, Serbs, and thousands of Christian Catholics immigrants from Ragusa, Kotorr, and other neighbouring places.

The notification from offices and notaries validate their seamless economical and communal gatherings:
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Interesting pieces of information on the Monuments of the Catholic Cults during the middle ages in Kosovo are the papal messages which shed light, between others, on the church organization in Balkan. A letter of Pope Benedict XI, 1303 talks about Churches in Rudnik, Rogozine,Graçanicë and Trepçë. 

A letter of Clement VI, 1346, mentions other churches resident in today’s Kosovo. The line of churches begins with the Church in Prizren, and continues with others in Novobërdë, Janjevë, Kopriç dhe Ostrac. Other churches are mentioned in the correspondence between persons of importance in the papacy during centuries XVI-XVIII. The existence of the above churches is further validated through the documentation possessed by the Institute for Protection of Monuments in Kosovo, and Pristina. This documents further attest that the majority of these churches is either demolished and appropriated by the Serbian and Turkish invaders, or it is in ruins.

Summary

Many monuments of Christian cult in Kosovo have been used and are still used today to argue the existence of a "Serbian cradle", and they Serbe as a fundamental pretext or "justification" for Serbian aggression.

According to the Serbian official statistics of 1956, 1968, 1986 and 1993, the number of monuments of Christian cult was much greater than that of other cults. About two thirds of them were registered as being monuments of Serbian Orthodox cult. 22 Monasteries and 110 Churches are registered as Serbian Orthodox. As well as 25 Mosques, there were 29 monuments of the Byzantine cult, which in some cases were appropriated by the Serbs, while in others they built their Churches and Monasteries upon the ruins of the old ones: a process continuing from the 13th century down to the present day. According to these same statistics, there are records of only three Catholic Churches, which are all now in ruins. The main monuments of Christian cult in Kosovo are considered as being Serbian Orthodox Churches and Monasteries. The Monastery of Deçan, the Church of Graçanica, the sanctuaries of Saints Miho (Michael) and Gabriel in the Prizren region, the Church of Saint Prenda in Prizren, the partiarchal complex in Peja, and the Church of St. Stephen in the region of Mitrovica all constitute an ancient patrimony, both for the indigenous Albanians and for the Serbs who came to Kosovo as invaders. The Churches in question were built, rebuilt and restored upon the foundations of ancient monuments of the Romano-Byzantine period.

The medieval official documents of the 14th and 15th centuries that are preSerbed in the archives of the Vatican, of Raguza, Kotorri and Venice, offer a perspective that is diametrically opposed to the Serbian claims. They testify to the existence of dozens of Catholic Christian Churches, Convents and Cathedrals that Serbed their own communities in this region. Some of the Churches mentioned in these documents are those of St. Peter, of the Blessed Virgin Mary, and of St. Nicholas in Prizren; the Cathedral of Santa Maria de Nuovamonte and of St. Nicholas in Novobërdë. There were also many other churches in Janjevë, Trepçë, Prishtinë, Bellasicë, Rudnik, Rogozinë, Graçanicë, Kopriç and Ostrac.

Many medieval Catholic Churches are mentioned in the reports of Papal legates and visitors from the 16th to the 18th centuries.

The author reaches the conclusion that many monuments of Catholic, Byzantine and Serb orthodox cult "co-existed" in the area of Kosovo in medieval times. A number of sacred medieval monuments, both Catholic and Byzantine, are witnessed to today only by residual material traces of their culture and by documentary evidence preSerbed in archives and museums. On the other hand, the Serbian Orthodox Church arrogated to itself the ancient Illyro-Albanian Churches, upon the foundations of which they have been building or rebuilding their own churches since the 13th century.

