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Although the Albanian epic refers to the Battle of Kosova, we
use throughout this book the name Kosovo, being the standard

English designation for the area which currently calls itself
Republic of Kosovo.

Part One

Omnce There Was a Sultan Murat. ..

Solibo Magnificent used to tell me: “Oiseaun de
Cham, you write. Very nice. 1, Solibo, I speak. You see
the distance? In your book on the watermama, you
want to capture the word in your writing, I see the
rhythm you try to put into it, how you want to grab
words so they ring in the mouth. You say to me: Am
I doing the right thing, Papa? Me, 1 say: One writes
but words, not the word, you should have spoken.
To write is to take the conch out of the sea to shout:
here’s the conch! The word replies: where’s the sea?
But that’s not the most important thing. I am going
and you're staying. 1 spoke but you, you're writing,
announcing that you come from the word. You give
me your hand over the distance. 1t’s all very nice, but
you just touch the distance...”

Patrick Chamoiseau, Sofibo Magnificent.



Introduction

“Oynce there was a Sultan Murat...” Thus begins the Albanian
epic on the Batde of Kosovo.! This is the story of Murat, 2
Moses-like leader who performs miracles for his people and is
destined to die as a martyr, and Kopiliq, the daring warsior with
magic powers who kills Murat. The historical event that provides
the background to this epic is Sultan Murat I's Kosovo cam-
paign in the spring of 1389, culminating in a confrontation with
the coalition of Balkan forces led by the Serbian Prince Lazar
mmn@mwmﬁ%wm.m Both the Sultan and the Prince were killed in
4 battle that apparently ended with no decisive victory in the
field, or no immediate outcome, but signaled the weariness of
local forces against the Ottomans. Seventy years later the last
cesistance was finally overcome; Kosovo feudal lords lost their
independence to the Ottomans, who established their rule over
¢he entire regiofn.

Compared with the fame of the Serbian epic songs on the
came battle —centered on the characters of Prince Lazar the pious,
Vuk Brankovié the traitor, and Milog Obili¢ the loyal general
and assassin of the Sultan — knowledge of the Albanian epic 1s
scarce. This is no surprise. The Albanian oral tradition has had
a profound influence on national history and self-identification,
but has not had the same wortldwide recognifion as the Serbian
tradition, for the language itself is not widely known? In
particular, the Albanian epic of the Battle of Kosovo has never

wuw&amw +he central role that the Serbian myth of Kosovo E&Em
p

since the 19 century in buildinga national and regional identity.
Yet, while the Serbian oral tradition seems to have died out in
the second half of the 20" century, the Albanian oral tradition
is still very much alive in Kosovo.® Its continuity demonstrates
cemarkable resilience against modernization, emigration, and
even more direct threats: during the Milodevid years and in the
run up to the war, the Serbian police and army targeted singers
and destroyed scholarly institutions where folk culture had been
recorded and archived.® The oral tradition survived despite of, or
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mavbe because of, the violent attempt to suppress it. Tt seill adds
new productions to a rich body of songs that are legendary tales
of individual resistance played against an historical Um&ﬁmm@ﬁ:m.

1 stumbled upon an Albanian song about the Battle of Kosovo
while 1 was researching the culture of the Kosovo Liberation
Army (KLA), the guerrilia group formed in the 1990s to fight for
independence from Serbia” In books by local historians I read
that Milog Obili¢, the Serbian hero 8%5& to be the assassin
of the Sultan, was instead the Albanian hero Millosh Kopiliq.
Evidence of his Atbanian origin was to be found in the epic song
on the Battle and in folk wisdom, which locates Millosh’s birth
in Kopilig, a hamiet in the rural area of Drenica. In Kosovo,
carrent popular history texts, but also school textbooks, have
absorbed the oral tradition. u

The possibility of an Albanian Kopilig will come as a complete
shock to a wider audience that admires Serbian epic poetry and
knows the Serbian hero Obili¢. Inn truth, ne historical evidence
confirms Kopiig’s Albanian origin, but no evidence confirms
Obili¢s Serbian origin either. The name Obili¢ for example, is
an 18% century invention that two Serbian amateur but influ-
ential nationalist historians, Vasilije Petrovié and Pavie Julinac
introduced.® Obilié reflects the Serbian word edifje, which Emmwm
“abundance.” Before then, the assassin of the Sultan had always
been known as Kobila, Kopilig, Kobili¢ or other versions of
that name by the same stem.’ The root here might be in an old
Balkan substrat word, in Albanian kgpi/ {child or hastard child),
in Romanian copi/ (child} and in Serbian &gpife {bastard child}
or kobila (mare, from which obili¢, son of the mare}." mwﬁnm
then, the medieval character named Kopilig has only lived in the
memory of the Battle of Kosovo among the Albanians.

This book is dedicated to bringing to light the little known
Albanian epic poetry on the Battle of Kosovo as one of the
ﬂmmwmnﬂnm voices on that event, but not as an undiscovered
“true” story. It is concerned with historiography only insofar
as historiography is related to epic. There is certainly no “true”
history of the Battle of Kosovo outside the very mmgmwm facts
that both armies suffered great losses and the two leaders died .
On all other aspects of the Bartle, including the circumstances
surrounding the deaths of Murar and Wm\mmw,, the accuracy of
historical texts is ehusive. Scholars who have studied mmmﬁ
Ottoman, Byzantine and Tralian sources agree on this. Those
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early histories, as written texts, constitute a body of literature
with the potential of establishing a hegemonic narrative, but
they do not. They contain too many inconsistencies.

Oine reason for the variety of narratives that carly historical

sources on the Battle have provided is that the oral tradition,
which tells more about the meanings of an event than the actual
facts, has been incorporated in these texts, emerged from the
texts, or developed alongside them. If it is true that “a good deal
of medieval literature drew on popular oral tradition, rather than
vice versa,”" something similar is also true of medieval history.
By nature, oral tradition is made of a plurality of voices that do
not crystallize events into 2 single storyline. Instead, they build
memories and provide material for different narrative plots."”” As
bistorical texts, through memories, fashion events into stories
of a certain kind, they have shaped “omantic” national subplots
of the Battle of Kosovo.™ This multiplicity of stories matters,
though is not to be equated to the confusing relativism proposed
by the unifying and ideological notion that the Serbian leader
Slobodan Milodevié espoused, when he argued: “Today, it is im~
possible to say what is historical truth and what is legend with
the Battle of Kosovo. This is no longer even important.”

The purpose of this hook is not simply to introduce a wider
sudience to an official Albanian discourse on the Battle of
Kosovo. It is to broaden the focus that has inevitably narrowed
the otherwise excellent literature on this subject to two main
concerns: debating the hold that the myth of the Battle of
Kosovo maintains on the political discourse of the Serbian
aationalist clites, and critically distiling historical facts from
that myth. Here, the idea is to enrich the understanding of what
the Battle of Kosovo meant, or means, to all participants and
their progenies. In other words, by truly accepting the fluidity of
oral and written sources, this research is a democratic project.

As T tried to collect the many Albarian variants sung of the
epic of the Batde of Kosovo — all recorded and transeribed by
scholars throughout this past ceatury — 1 realized that 1 was
doing much more than documenting 2 largely forgotten folk
poetry. This task implied inevitably interfering with the research
subject. By searching libraries and conducting interviews with
academics, political activists and ordinary citizens, I awakened
an interest in the topic where it had been dormant.® I placed the
different songs alongside other texts on the history and culture

g
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of the Albanian nation and they became a collection, providing
a distinet plot. If this reinforces the idea of an uninterrupted
and coherent tradition, it is an unavoidable risk. T do not make a
fetish out of the scholar’s absolute detachment from the subject
of research, although T do not practice or defend practicing a
partisan loyalty to a particular political ideology."” T simply argue
that it would be naive and fruitless to assume the total passivity
of the authors and the subjects of research.

What is more important, I hope to enlarge the conversation
on two “mnemonic practices” that are attempting to shape a
national creed in post-war Kosovo.™ One is the strengthening of
an epic pan-Albanian national story line, punctuated by heroic
characters or actions. The claim that the hero whe murdered the
Sultan in defense of liberty was Albanian establishes historical
continuity with a distant past; it is further evidence of the
autochthonous presence in Kosovo of an eternal Albanian nation
and its dogged resistance against foreign oppressors. The other
mnemonic practice is the formulation of a collective religious
identity that downplays the Albanians’ overwhelming conversion
to Islam vis-a-vis their pre-Ottoman culture. Estabfishing the
participation of the Albanians in the 1389 Balkan coalition,
both as foot soldiers and commanders, confirms their historical
roots in a land that is both Christian and European.

While the themes of resistance and European belonging are
not new in the Albanian national discourse, current circumstances
in Kosovo have provided a new context for their revival. On
February 17, 2008, Kosovo declared its independence.’” When
Prime Minister Hashim Thagi, the former KLA leader, defivered
his speech on that same day in the Parliament, he stood as the
symbol of a victorious liberation war. He mentioned the dead,
“those who have honored us with their sacrifice,” and asked the
living to “rerell for generations of the joy and pride we now feel,
and never forget to teach them to remember the great sacrifices
of those who have come before us.” Thagi spoke the lines of a
national master narrative focused on the notion of resistance
unto death against foreign domination. Thanks to “memory
entrepreneurs” like Thagi®® — veterans, but alse journalists,
teachers, politicians, and historians — the fallen KLA insurgents
have become the physical embodiment of a continuous heroic
history. Through the new institutions of self-government that
emerged from the war, memory entrepreneurs turned the private
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mourning of families into public, ritual commemoration of the
resistance. They borrowed from cultural seripts of the local
patriarchal tradition to clevate the dead insurgents to the very
core of the natior’s life. They demanded that the new generations
remember the blood of those martyrs and honor their amanet
(the ancestors’ sworn pledge) to fight for the nation. .

There is nothing particularly new in commemorating self-
sacrificing heroic figures, which is common to the process of state
formation in many other instances and, in the words o.m Anthony
Sith, is the “final sacred foundation of national identity, at once
seen and unseen, actively cultivated, and a silent presence. 21t
is also a powerful antidote against the pressure to embrace an
amnesic present for the sake of a purported democratic modernity.
A case in point is post-war Kosovo, and the demand to mommmﬂ
the dead by its international wardens, in the name of a @cwow
and unreflective reconciliation.” To paraphrase Itafian historian
Leonardo Paggi, the dead countfor how a Smm..won& collectivity
perceives itself and goes on living, but there is no .v.mmoH way
to defend their memory than to understand, both oﬁzmmm% and
empirically, the modes in which they are mnnoﬁwommm. in the
collective imagination.”® Reconstructing how the heroic dead
came to become the foundation of the new state of Kosovo mom.m
not intend to deny their actions. On the contrary, it sccures their
memory, by enlarging it. . .

Among all the heroes of the Albanian national resistance,
Drenica’s martyr Adem Jashari is the most prominent. On
Independence Day, Thaci made a special mention of] mw.wE._ s role
in the liberation of Kosovo and angered those, in wm&ﬁ%m.sﬂ or
outside, who revere instead the pacifist leader mmm tate President
Ibrahim Rugova.? Known as the komandant legjendar {legendary
commander}, Adem Jashari was killed along with most members
of his family during a three-day siege of his house in S.cm. M.b
the immediate aftermath of this massacre he acquired iconic
stature as a symbol of the heroic resistance that liberated Kosovo
from Serbian oppression, suddenly minimizing the dominant
discourse and practice of a Gandhian opposition fo Belgrade.
A native of Drenica, an isolated and rural area traditionally an-
tagonistic to the central state, Jashari is the Eﬂ.mmm in m.womm roster
of local resistance figures, starting with Kopilig.” wm:m. :Jmmmn is

not coincidental. Because of the overlapping of 82;02.& and
kinship principles that characterizes the customary patriarchal
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culture of Kosovo, Jashari is to be understood as the contemn-
porary heir to Drenica’s rebellious people. It is in this context
that the discourse on the Albanian origin of the medieval hero
named Kopilig needs to be first located.

The Albanian assassin of the Sultan plays a double role in
post-war Kosovo: he is not only the protagonist of a heroic past;
he is the marker of a Christian and European identity. Since ﬁrm
issue of political status became the object of negotiation, after
the end of the 1999 NATO war against the now defunct m,mmmm;
Republic of Yugoslavia (FRY),* Kosovo's viability as a state rmm.
been put to multiple tests. Even after declaring ‘independence
full statehood will impinge on the ability to demonstrate that %m
country does not need international wardens anymore. Kosovo
must prove not only its economic and institutional functionality,
but also its “Furopeanness,” or adherence to the nOmBOwOﬁSL
values that define liberal democracies.”” As a reaction to these
nvmmmmmmmq the dominant Albanian intellectual and political
discourse has argued that the Albanian nation already belongs
to Europe, despite centuries of Ottornan occupation and a
purported “tardiness” in catching up with western modernity:
Albanians are one of the oldest European Christian nations and
they can bracket 500 years of their Ottoman past as a temporary
interlude. This argument rests on the classic notion of Europe
as a tradition of deep cultural difference vis-a-vis the oriental
Muslim “other.” Not surprisingly, it is also polemically used in
the dispute over who can legitimately claim Kosovos historical
ownership. In fact, the political mythology of anfemurale
christianitatis {outer battlement of Ormmmmbﬁy is the symbolic
field on which Kosovo sovereignty has been debated and nom-
tinues to be debated more forcefully.?®

?Mmowmimuw war frenzy fed on the promise to retake Kosovo
from its Muslim occupiers and the same promise has been the
an&w%wﬁ:mbm of the post-Milosevi¢ leadership’s rhetoric. This
persistent depiction of Albanian and Serbian competing interests
over Kosovo in religious overtones has found allies within the
broader scheme of a “clash of civilization” between Christianity
and Tslam.? It acquired even more credibility after 9/11 and
the 2005 bombings in Madrid and London, when a .Bn,.m@ of
Furope’s self-representation that stresses communal .wmgm@
has successfully competed with the notion of a cosmopolitan
Europe.® This might explain why Serbia’s extzaordinary claim
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of historical rights on Kosovo as a Churistian, ancestralt land, goes
almost always undisputed in western diptomnatic and intellectual
circles.?! Tt also explains why, struggling to counteract that claim,
Albanians have felt compelled to state the authenticity of their
Furopean belonging through identification with Christianity.
Participation in the Battle of Kosovo under the banners of
the Christian lords is one important piece of evidence of the
Albanians siding with the “right camp;” it identifies Albanians as
well as the “guardians at the gate.” It follows that the subjection
:0 Ottoman rule after the Kosovo defeat takes the form of
something Albanians were forced to experience, but never really
embraced.

This book focuses on how mnemenic practices COnVerge
in the epic of the Kosovo Battle, at this particular moment
in history, to reveal the dynamics of an Albanian collective
memory construction and of the struggle to impose continuity
and homogeneity on the past. The silence of most Albanian
commentaries on the figure of the Sultan in the epic of Kosovo,”
for example, can be explained by an overwhelming concern with
defining the Albanian nation as Western and Christian. In the
songs, and presumably in the popular understanding of Ottoman
Kosovo, Murat cuts a saintly and sympathetic figure as a benign
and pious Muslim Sultan: he is ceferred to as baba (father
sultan).” Today, the official Albanian national discourse harbors
ambivalent feelings toward Islam and neglects the memory of
he Sultan or Islamic cultural themes. Revamping the story of an
Albanian murderer of the Sultan is more consistent with the task
of building the identity of the new European state of Kosovo on
a pre-Islamic Christian past.

Yet, the story that one listens to (reads in our case) in the
Albanian songs of the Battle of Kosovo contains more than =
{inear tale of Christian and Albanian heroism. This body of folk
artistic creation describes and celebrates open rebellion, but also
displays an internal contestation of this choice from those who
prefer a different path. In it, we find different forms of resistance:
adaptation through negotiation with an overwhelmingly more
powerful ruler is one. Islam appears as brought in from afar, but
is defined as a benign force that makes the imperial occupation
of Kosovo bearable, and integration possible. Certainly, a
mutual course of accommodation and negotiation between
iocal communities and the central authorities was past of the

g
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Ottoman experience among Albanians.™ It allowed the creation
of autonomous spaces and the maintenance of traditional
structures of power, without hindering the assimilation and
cooptation of local elites.”® The memory of these alternative
experiences - whether under Ottoman or, later, Yugoslav rule -
is @.xmn&\ s.\rmﬁ the post-war master narrative, focused on heroic
resistance, is \m&m;m to suppress.

I hope to provide 2 critical understanding of this process of
memory construction and propose to enlarge the memory of the
past. As Albanian analyst Fatos Lubonja has always eloquently
argued, deconstructing a national creed is 2 democratic project™
and is badly needed in the new state of Kosovo. But not at the
cost of forgetting the “fundamental orality” of Albanian societies
in order to pursue some abstract and empty ideal of democracy
as modernity. In his reflection on the modern art of the novel
Milan Kundera points to the French-Caribbean writers om
the Martinique as successful interpreters of local oral heritage
and creators of world literature; they brilliantly managed the
gap between their oral tradition and the “written expression
pretending to be universalo-modern (sic),”™ without trying to
combine them or prefer one to the other. They just “touched the
distance” between orality and writing (to wmm.mmwgmm the words
of the story-teller Solibo Magnificent to the ethnographer-
S&ﬁmm&u remaining aware of the particularities and biases of
each form, and turned this awareness into vigilance against both
forgetfulness and the straightjacket of existential memory. I take
this model as an inspiration and a guide to discuss the Albanian
oral tradition on the epic of the Battle of Kosove.

The Historians Record:
Albanian Protagonism in the Christian Camp

Because Albanians sing the hero’s geste and because he comes
from the Albanian village of Kopiliq, Albanian historians have
no doubt that Millosh Kopiliq was Albanian. They find broad
corroboration of this theory in early Ottoman chronicles of the
Battle of Kosove that place Albanians in the Christian camp. In
fact, Albanian scholars traditional concern has been to establish
the historical record of this participation, against those who
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cither overlooked it or denied it altogether. They have invented
an original narrative, by adding oral sources to written chronicles
about a poorly documented past. This does not mean that there is
a Macpherson among Albanian professional historians; although
Albania is as “invented” as Scotland, there is no act of forgery to
support a particular story line for national history.® 1f Albanian
historians have a fault, it is their failure to maintain a critical
approach to their sources.

“The development of an Albanian scholarly tradition of histo-
rians is relatively recent and tightly linked to a project of national
legitimation. While a loose international network of Albanian-
speaking intellectuals began to develop a national narrative in the
first half of the 19 century, professional historians were absent.
Only after WWIH did the Faver Hoxha regime start to train the
scholars who would take up the task of writing Albanian history
and, from the outset, the profession was strongly influenced by
an authoritarian project of state building; political circumstances
kept Albanian historians absorbed by issues of national identity.
This does not mean that their work does not yield reliable
- nformation. The first volume of the history of Albania that first
appeared in 1959 concerns the period from antiquity through
the mid-19® century and is a major enterprise based on a serious
examination of Greek, Latin, Byzantine and Turkish sources.
Its emphasis on the autochthonous character of the Albanians
as the sole descendants of the Hlyrians and on the existence of
an Albanian state in the XII century; and the insistence on the
Albanian nation as an autonomous entity during the Ottoman
epoch, are all clements of a national construction and in the end
inseparable from the process of national identification, but not
entirely without foundation.™

History textbooks published in Tirana — old and new - dedi-
cate only half a page to the Battle of Kosovo Tt is Gjerg
Kastrioti’s (Skanderbeg) military resistance against the Ottomans
— the 15% century leader earned the papal commendation of
Atlota Christianitatis (Athlete of Christendom) — which plays
the greatest role in the Albanian national narrative. The 1389
Battle, where Albanian feudal lords feature on the Christian
side, is rather notable as one of the first episodes in a long and
valiant fight against the invading Turks. This choice of camp is
important for a nation that rose to independence from the ashes
of the Ottoman Empire only in 1912, with the establishment
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MNotes

Among all the variants known 1o the author, only Dautis song
(1954) starts with the theme, “Praise be to the Lord Almighty,
once there was a Prince Lazar” (1-2). Dauti is the singer whose
performance Cetta recorded and published in 1954. In this book,
alt the quotations from the songs are attributed to the singers, not
to the scholars who recorded them,

The battle took place on the 15* of June of the Julian calendar, the
28" in the modern calendar.

On the lagging fortunes of the Albanian epic songs see the
Introduction to the first English translation of Albanian hevoic songs
by Elsie and Mathie-Tleck (2004). Their recording and collection
is relatively recent. Farlier research on traditional epic songs of the
Albanian communities in Traly was completed in the 19%* century
by mostly arbéresh scholars and only in Ttalian {see bibliography
in Koliai 1937). The epic songs popular in the northern Albarian
highlands were recorded much later and published in 1937 in
Albanian thanks to the work of the Franciscan monks Bernardin
Palaj and Donat Kusti. There are subsequent Kosovar collections
published in 1952 (Dandetovié) and 2007 (Instituti Albanologjik i
Prishtinés). Between the two World Wars, serman Albanologists
published = few songs but a major collection is archived in the
Milman Parry Collection of Oral Literature at Harvard (http://
cgs119/harvard.edw/ mpc/index.himl). The Albanian section of the
Collection is the work of Albert Lord, who conducted research
across northern Albania in 1937, However, it is the selection of
songs from Bosnia Herzegovina in the same Collection that has
attracted the attention of English-speaking scholars. Before the
translations by Robert Elsie there are only a few good English
monographs on the Afbanian heroic songs (Skendi 1954; Pipa
1978 and Kolsti 1990}, The spread of South Slavie epic songs
beyond local boundaries has a different history {Koljevi¢ 1980,
2-5). Starting from the 15 + century, learned people mostly hailing
from Dalmatia began to write down epic moﬁﬁm.ﬂu%m poems then
made their way to history texts in Italian and English and came to
the attention of major literary figures of the European Romantic
movement, from Goethe to Herder and Madame de Staél, at the
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