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THE APPROPRIATION OF SKANDERBEG BY BALKAN
HISTORIOGRAPHIES
- THE {MIS}USE OF HISTORICAL SOURCES -

George Kastriot Skanderbeg is well-known World figure. In the
Middle Ages he was the undisputed leader in the struggle against
Ottomans not only in the territories of present-day Albania and north-
western parts of Macedonia but throughout the Balkans and even wider
at least in Italy and Vatican.

With this in mind, the huge interest in modern historiography for
this striking person is not surprising at all. What is surprising is the
attempt by some researchers especially in the Balkans to overlook
significant deeds of Skanderbeg and reduce it to his appropriation.

The appropriation of Skanderbeg by Balkan historiographies is
mainly made on two grounds: religious and ethnic one. The former is
less exposed while the latter is more exploited.

In the Religious appropriation of Skanderbeg pre-dominates the
position of his struggle in the name of Christianity. But here, there is a
new split that refers to whether Skanderbeg led his struggle from the
position of an Orthodox or a Catholic Christianity.

Based on the sources, historical facts going to two directions:

a.) Skanderbeg's father John (in original Josan / WBan, as John
Musaki', Marinus Barlertius> and Konstantin Mihailovich from

! Ch.Hopf, Chroniques greco-romanes inedites ou peu conue publie avec notes et tables
genealogique, Berlin 1873, pp. 295, 301. Also see Albanian tranlation: Gjon Muzaka, Memorje.
Pérktheu: Dhori Qiriazi, Tirané 1996, p. 44.

2 In this article we use Zagreb's edition of Barletius book from 1743: Marino Barletio, Vita
et res praeclare gestae christi athletae Georgius Castrioti Epirotatum Principis, Zagrabiae 1743,
liber 1, p. 1. French translation: Histoire de Scanderbeg, Roy d Albanie, Paris 1709, p. 6;
Albanian translation: Marin Barleti Shkodran, Historia e jetés dhe e vepravet té Skenderbeut,
Tirané, 1964, p. 50; Macedonian translation: Mapuu Bapnern, Ckenuepber — XKuBoToT U
Jcjarta Ha CIIMPCKUOT BJIAACTEN, NPEBOA O JIATUHCKU H 6eJleH_[KI/I Ha B.Z[I/IMOBCKa u
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Ostrovica® recording), probably born as an Orthodox Christian, in 1426
issued a Charter to the Serbian orthodox monastery of Chilandar at
Holy Month Athos, donating lands and goods spread in the today's
R.N.Macedonia Debar region, among others two villages: Radostushe
(in original Pamocryme) with the local church of the Holy Mother of
God and Trebishe (in original Tpe6umre)?, tower (pirg)® and burial
place (it became for Reposh after his dead in 1431)°;

b.) Few vyears after the beginning of the struggle’, Skanderbeg
addressed Naples king Alfonso for help and he sent his regiment to
Kroia (according to the Treaty of Gaeta from 26 March 1451
Skanderbeg de jure recognize sovereignty of the Kingdom of Naples®
but de facto remained pretty much independent in his activities). In this
sense, one should have in mind that Skanderbeg intended to travel to
Italy personally to meet Naples king Alfonso V and the pope Nicholas
V°. Soon after, the next pope Callixtus 111 on 27 December 1457

Jb.BacotoBa co ucropucku Geneniku ox npod. K. Ayuescku (Marin Barleti, Skanderbeg — Life
and Deeds of Epirus Ruler, translation from Latin and notes by V.Dimovska and Lj.Basotova,
with historical notes by prof. K.Adzievski), Ckomje (Skopje) 2008, p. 28. About it in more
details see Z.Mirdita, Mbi botimin e “Historis¢ sé Skénderbeut” t&é Marin Barletit né Zagreb mé
1743, in: Simpozijum o Skenderbegu (9-12 maja 1968), (Symposium on Skanderbeg), Pristina
1969, pp. 415-422.

% Koncrantna Muxannosuh u3 OctpoBuiie, JaHn4apoBe YCIIOMEHE HJIM TypcKa XpOHHUKa-
npupeano u npeseo b.Kusanosuh (Constantine Mihailovich from Ostrovica, Janissary
Memories or Turkish Chronicle-edited and translate by Gj.Zhivanovich), Beorpan (Beograd)
1986, p. 138.

* C.HoBakosnli, 3aKOHCKH CTIOMEHHMIIH CPIICKHX Blagapa cpexmera Beka (S.Novakovich,
Legal monuments of Serbian rulers in the Middle Ages), CKA Beorpan (Beograd) 1912, pp.
467-468; B. Korablev, Actes de I’ Athos V. Actes slaves de Chilandar, Vizantiskii Vremenik 19
(1915), No. 82 I, p. 27. Cf. B.Ilerposcku, HUcropuja Ha bankanckute 3emju Bo XIV-XV Bek
(B.Petrovski, History of the Balkans Lands in XIV-XV Century), Cxomje (Skopje) 2010, p.
189. Also see J.V.A.Fine, Jr, The late medieval Balkans. A Critical Survey from the late
Twelfth Century to the Ottoman Conquest, Michigan 1996, p. 415.

5 B.Bojovi¢, Mont Athos, les princes roumains, Jean Castriot et la Tour albanaise
(Arbanaski pirg) dependance de Chilandar, Balcanica 37 (2006), pp. 82, 84-86.

® M.Crpemuh, Jlecior Bypalj Bpanxosuhi u meroso moba (M.Spremich, Despot Djuragj
Brankovich and His Time), Beorpax (Beograd) 1994, p. 286.

" League of Lezhe (1444) has no impact on Skanderbeg's religious affiliation since he had
already rejected Islam by then.

® That can be seen explicitly from the Letter to Milano’s dux Francesco Sforza from 1456
in which Skanderbeg address himself as vassal and captain of the king of Naples, cf. F.Pall, |
rapporti italo-albanesi alla meta del secolo XV. Archivio storico per le provincie Napoletane
seria 111, 4(1965), No. 4, pp. 123-226.

® C.Marinesco, Alphonse V, roi d'Aragon at de Naples, et I"Albanie de Scanderbeg,
Melange de I'"Ecole roumaine en France, | (1923), pp. 69-79.
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declared Skanderbeg as Captain-General of the Curia in the war against
the Ottomans and give him the title “Athleta Christy” namely
Champion of Christ'®. Skanderbeg was also enrolled in the plans of the
next pope Pius Il who intended to grant him position of General of the
Crusaders in the planned Crusade in 1463/64.

Of course, in the meanwhile, namely the period when George
Kastriot was sent to the Ottoman court in Adrianople and embraced
Islam, he took the Muslim name Iskender - after the great world-
known conqueror Alexander of Macedon®?.

One should bear in mind that after his death Skanderbeg was buried
in the church of Shén Kol (Saint Nikolas) in Lezhe — Skanderbeg's
mausoleum today.

The Ethnic appropriation of Skanderbeg

In the Western Historiography there are different opinions about
ethnic origin of Skanderbeg although undoubtedly predominates the
position of Albanian followed by Kosovar historiography for his
Albanian ethnic origin'®. But there are a significant number of
researchers who hold a position of his semi Slavic origin'*, also of

10 parrino, Acta Albaniae Vaticana res Albaniae saeculorum XIV et XV atque cruciatam
spectantia, Vol I, Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, Vatican 1971, No. 260. Cf. F.Babinger,
Mehmed the Conqueror and His time, Princeton 1992 (Reprint Edition), pp. 152-153.

11 0.J.Schmitt, Skanderbeg: Der neue Alexander auf dem Balkans, Regensburg 2009, pp.
243-256.

12 6 g. of Epirus, according to Marinus Barletius, cf. Marino Barletio, Vita et res praeclare
gestae christi athletae Georgius Castrioti Epirotatum Principis, Zagrabiae 1743; and in modern
historiography is seen as New Alexander of the Balkans, cf.: D.Egro, Skénderbej: identitet i
ndryshuar apo titulature turco-osmane, in: Skénderbeu dhe Evropa, Tirané 2006, pp. 113-124;
0.J.Schmitt, Skanderbeg: Der neue Alexander auf dem Balkans, Regensburg 2009. Cf.
D.M.Nicol, The Last centuries of Byzantium 1261-1453. Second edition, Cambridge 1999, pp.
361-362.

8 B.J.Fischer, Albanian Nationalism and Albanian Independence, SEEU Review 10/1
(2014), pp. 25-26.

14 Cf. H.Sauer-Nordendorf, Skenderbeg und die Européische politik in seinem Jahrhundert,
in: Simpozijum o Skenderbegu, 9-12 maja 1968 (Symposium on Skanderbeg), Pristina 1969, p.
46, who stands for Serbian origin of Skanderbeg's mother. The same position also in
0.J.Schmitt, Skanderbeg et les sultans: anatomie d’une rébellion contre I"'Empire ottoman,
Turcica 43 (2011), pp. 65, 78.
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Serbian origin'® and some of them are not even that explicit in their
positions.

The list of Albanian researchers that have this clam is really very
long and here | am going to named only few of them during the last
almost one and a half century - from late 19" throughout 20™ until early
21 Century: F.Konica™, F.Noli*’, A.Gegai'®, K.Frasheri'®, S.Skendi®,
S.Bicoku®, P.Xhufi’®, having in mind that there are diametrically
opposite and even radical ones®. Among today's Kosovo researchers
one of the most agile on this issue is A.Berishaj**.

No less ambitious is also Serbian historiography trying to impose its
truth on Skanderbeg's Serbian ethnic origin. During the 20™ century the
most prominent among Serbian researchers are R.Grujich25,
J.Radonich®, S.Cirkovich®’, M.Spremich®, B.Bojovich®.

15 J.G.Hahn, Reise durch die Gefeite des Drin und Wardar im Auftrage der Kaiserlichen
Akademie der Wissenschaften unternommen im Jahre 1863, pp. 115-116, who indicates the full
Serbian origin of Scanderbeg.

16 F Konica, Albania, Brussels 1898.

7 F.S.Noli, George Castrioti Scanderbeg (1405-1468), Madison 1947.

B A, Gegai , L' Albanie et I' invasion turque au XV-e siécle, Paris 1937.

19 K Frasheri, Gergj Kastrioti-Skénderbeu (1405-1468), Tirané 1962 (also see adequate
chapters in: Historia e Shqipérisé, Véllim i paré, Tirané 1959; Histoire de I’Albanie. Des
origines a nos jours, Sous la direction de S.Pollo et A.Puto avec la collaboration de K. Frasheri,
Lyon 1974 (= S.Pollo-A.Puto, The History of Albania. From its origins to the present day, with
the collaboration of Kristo Frasheri and Skender Anamali; English translation by Carol
Wiseman and Ginnie Hole, London 1981)).

20 5 skendi, The Albanian National Awakening 1878-1912, Princeton 1967.

21 K Bicoku, Skénderbeu dhe Shgipéria né kohén e tij, Tirané 2005.

22 p Xhufi, Historia e Popullit Shgiptar, véllimi | (Lashtésia dhe Mesjeta), Tirané 2002;
Dilemat e Arbérit. Studime mbi Shqipériné mesjetare, Tirang, 2006.

2 0.Jazexhi, Edukimi me Skénderbeun, Hikmet, No. 1 (2013), Prishtina, pp. 83-109.

24 Cf. the latest publication of his in this particular publication: A.Berishaj, Gjerg Kastrioti-
Skanderbeg according to some Yugoslav sources, in: George Castriota Skanderbeg, his
Lifetime and his Legacy in History, Tirané 2019.

% P.I'pyjuh, CBeToropcku a3uiim 3a CpIicKe Biafaolie M Biactery nocie KocoBcke Outke
(R.Grujich, Mount Athos asylum for the Serbian Rulers and Nobles after the Battle of Kosovo),
I'CHJI (GSND) XI/5 (1931), p. 81.

% j Panonuh, Bypalj Kacrpuor CrennepGer u Apbanuja y XV Beky (J.Radonich, Djuragj
Kastriot Skenderbeg and Arbania in XV Century), Cnomennk CKA (Spomenik SKA) XCV 74,
Beorpan (Beograd) 1942, pp. 1-2.

2! C hupkosuh, Bypal) Kacrpuor CxengepGer u Bocua (S.Cirkovich, Djuragj Kastriot
Skenderbeg and Bosnia), in: Simpozijum o Skenderbegu, 9-12 maja 1968 (Symposium on
Skanderbeg), Pristina 1969.

% M.Cnpemuli, Jecrior Bypalj Bpanxosuh u meroso go6a (M.Spremich, Despot Djuragj
Brankovich and His Time), beorpan (Beograd) 1994.
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The Montenegrin historiography is also associated with this issue
emphasizing the Serbian origin of Skanderbeg's mother (at least
Serbian oriented ones*®). Bulgarian historiography does not lag behind
in determining Skanderbeg's ethnic origin where the opinion that he
has at least partial Bulgarian origin is quite common®

More recently, certain researchers expose the thought about the full
Macedonian origin of Skanderbeg, such as: R.lvanovski®
P.Popovski*®. Certainly, here | do not list the source-based
argumentative positions in the Macedonian historiography about his
partly Slavic origins, unequivocally by the mother's bloodline. This
position is acceptable at least for the following researchers:
Lj.Basotova®, S.Zogovich®, M.Bislimi®, B.Petrovski*’, VV.Dimovska-
Lj.Basotova-K.Adzievski*®

% B Bojovi¢, Mont Athos, les princes roumains, Jean Castriot et la Tour albanaise
(Arbanaski pirg) dependance de Chilandar, Balcanica 37 (2006), pp. 81-87.

h.CnujenmueBuh, Cpricko-apOaHamIKi OZHOCH KpO3 BEKOBE ca IMOCEOHHM OCBPTOM Ha
nosuje Bpeme (B.Slijepcevich, Serbo-arbanach relations throughout centuries with particular
reference to Modern Time), Murxeu (Munich) 1974, pp. 45-47.

3t C.Jlumurpos, T'eopri Kactpmor CrkeHmepber W Heropata ocnoGomuTenHa Gopba
(S.Dimitrov, George Castriot Skanderbeg and His Liberation Struggle), in: I'.K.Ckenugepber
(G.K.Skanderbeg) 1468-1968, BAH Coduja (BAN Sofia) 1970, cn. bankanu (journal Balkans),
p. 11.

%2 P Wanoscku, Hos Anexcammap Makenoncku (R.lvanovski, New Alexander of
Macedonia), burona (Bitola) 2003.

% 11.ITonosckn, Mpujanute: MOTOMIM Ha aHTUYKATE MaKeIOHIM W TpacTap KATEIH Ha
Marwuja-nenemna Anbanuja (P.Popovski, Miyaks: descendants of ancient Macedonians and
ancient inhabitants of Matija-present day Albania), 'anmuunuk (Galichnik) 2006.

% Jb.BacoroBa, Hammre kpammra u ayfe Bo Guorpagujara na Ckempepber ox Mapun
bapnern (Lj.Basotova, Our Regions and People in Skanderbeg's Biography of Marinus
Barletius), Ucropwuja (journal History) 10/1 (1974), pp. 295-307.

Jb.bacotoBa-C.3oroBuk, Mapun bapnern o ydemhy MakeZOHCKOT CTaHOBHHIITBA Y
Ckenzepberosum GopOama mportus Typaka, (Lj.Basotova-S.Zogovich, Marinus Barletius on
Macedonian population’s participation in Skanderbeg battles against Turks), in:
CTaHOBHHIITBO CJIIOBEHCKOT TIOpHjekia y Anbanuju, 300pHUK pagoBa ca MeljyHapOJHOT CKyTa
onpxkanor y Ierumy 21, 22 u 23. Jyna 1990 (Inhabitants of Slavic origins in Albania-
Proceedings of International gathering held in Cetinje on 21, 22 and 23 June 1990), Turtorpan
(Tltograd) 1991, p. 692 note 12 and note 14 on p. 693.

M.Buciumu, Bopoute Ha Ckenmep-6er co Ocmannuute, cO MoceOEH OCBPT Ha
Makenonuja (M.Bislimi, Skanderbeg's Struggle with the Ottomans, with particular reference to
Macedonia), Ckomje (Skopje) 2001, p. 52 note 68.

%7 B.Ilerposcku (B.Petrovski), Voisava Tribalda, in: I'eprt Kacmpuomu Crendeptee (1405-
1468). Marepujaiu of Hay4HHOT coOup 1o noBox 600 roguHK Ol HETOBOTO parame, OApXKaH
Bo Ckomje Ha 25 u 26 HoemBpu 2005 (Gjergj Kastriot Skanderbeg (1405-1468) — Materials
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In this sense, it remains only Greek (or Greek oriented)
historiography to point out that Skanderbeg has Greek origin®.

*

The use — misuse (abuse!) of historical sources®

All researchers point out that they built their views on the basis of an
in-depth analysis of the sources. Therefore, although there are different
perspectives to look at this issue, some of the researchers consider their
opinion to be scientifically based and hence it should be as broadly as
possible accepted. Accordingly, any other opinion on these issues could
be regarded as an abuse of historical sources and hence a deliberate
provocation.

Thus the possibility of having another view is excluded. With this,
the possibility to accept different truth from the personally imagined
one is closed.

The appropriation of this very important historical figure as
undoubtedly Skanderbeg is by the Modern Balkan historiographies
leads primarily to ethnic intolerance in the region.

Because of that, it is not easy at all to defend the position of pure
religious affiliation or mono-ethnic origin of Skanderbeg even when
historical facts would suggest it.

from the Scientific gathering to mark the 600 years since his birth, held in Skopje 25-26
November 2005), Ckomje (Skopje) 2006, pp. 67-78.

% Mapun Bapneru, CkengepOer — JKUBOTOT M JeaTa Ha €MUPCKUOT BIaAETeN, IPEBOJ O
nmatuHckH u Oenmemkd Ha B.JlmmoBcka u Jb.bacotoBa co ucropuckm Oenemkd onx mpod.
K.Auuescku (Marin Barleti, Skanderbeg — Life and Deeds of Epirus Ruler, translation from
Latin and notes by V.Dimovska and Lj.Basotova, with historical notes by prof. K.Adzievski),
Crkomje (Skopje) 2008, p. 28 note 6.

% In this sense recently (on April 22, 2018) on the one of the National Concession
television in R.N.Macedonia — the show “In the center”, O.Jazehxi, who claims that he hold a
doctorate on “The Albanian Nationalism” at the European University Institute in Florence, Italy
(current employee of A.Moisiu University in Durres cf.), states that “Skanderbeg is Serbo-
bulgarian fighter who's family with the surname Kastriota shows that he had Greek roots” and
according to O.Jazehxi “the historical documents show that Skanderbeg was not Albanian”.

0 In this context, | do not intend to leave any room at all for the numerous attempts to
politicize Skanderbeg by non-historians for populist purposes.
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From the other hand, one should not forget that in the Middle Ages
Albano-Slavic antagonism actually does not exist* since both —
Albanian and Slavic nobles were part of same state or at least same
influence for a long period of time, namely Byzantium and Byzantine
Commonwealth (oikumena)®.

The very sources clearly testify to Skanderbeg's religious variability
rather than ambiguity but also to his diffuse ethnic origin. Namely, facts
can not be neglected and some of the most significant ones for our topic
are the follow:

- although involuntarily and unwillingly, he became a Muslim
accepting name Iskender, and as a Muslim soldier fought as part of the
Ottoman army by conquering Christian territories until 1443,;

- he used a favorable opportunity and rebelled, after which he
converted to Christianity again from 1443 onward (although it is not
clear whether we converted in Orthodoxy or Catholicism - which is
most likely after 1451);

- from the Pope Callixtus Il is called Athleta Christi and Pope Pius
Il intended to grant him position of General of the Crusaders in the
planned Crusade in 1463/64.

- his mother called Voisava was of Slavic gender originated of noble
family from the region of Polog in northwest Macedonia;

- his father John donated hereditary properties near Debar to the
Serbian monastery Chilandar on the Mount Athos (1426): He also
bought some real estate there (after 1428).

- his brother Reposh died and was buried there (in 1431)

- Skanderbeg is buried in St. Nicolas church in Lezhe (built in 1459
on the remains of older 14™ century church) (later on kishé-xhami,
Selimiye mosque)

' O.J1lmur, CrenpepGer-enementn 3a pemmteprperamuja (O.J.Sscmitt, Skanderbeg-
elements for reinterpretation), in: I'eprt Kacmpuomu Cxendepbez (1405-1468). Marepujamu ox
Hay4HHOT cobup no noBox 600 roauHU O]l HEroBOTO parame, oxpxaH Bo Ckomje Ha 25 u 26
HoemBpu 2005 (Gjergj Kastriot Skanderbeg (1405-1468) — Materials from the Scientific
gathering to mark the 600 years since his birth, held in Skopje 25-26 November 2005), Ckomje
(Skopije) 2006, p. 33; JI.l'oprues, HaceneHnero Bo MakeZOHCKO-aTGAHCKHOT IPAHMYCH 10jac
(XV-XVI Bek) (D.Gjorgjiev, The inhabitants in the Macedonian-albanian border zone), Ckormje
(Skopje) 2009.

42 D.Obolenski, The Byzantine Commonwealth: Eastern Europe, 500-1453, New York
1971.
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- his struggle was continued by his supporters (Venetian appointed
Ivan Strez Balsha/ich as a Skanderbeg's successor and the Leader of
rebelion-1469), and later on by his son John Kastriot Il who returned
from Italy (1481-84) (after that he married Jerina Brankovich, the
daughter of despot Lazar Brankovich) and his grandson George
Kastriot Il (1501 in Lezhe);

- his biographer Barletius called him Skender — according to
Alexander the Great because of his famous exploits.

*

Skanderbeg actually fought for his country and for his own
possession, as well as for the people who lived there to get rid of
foreign power. He was a very pragmatic person and in that unequal
struggle, every same-minded person was welcomed as an ally. That is
why he demanded support among the rival Albanian clans, hence in his
immediate neighborhood, but also from the relevant external factors
such as the most important spiritual authority - the Pope, the nearest
military power - the Neapolitan kingdom, and the crafty, always
bussiness-oriented Venetians.

Confronting Skanderbeg with the frightening Ottoman sultans, in
fact one of the greatest and most significant - Murat 11 and Mehmed the
Conqueror, has not only glorified him for his time, but as such famous
historical person he continued to live long time after his death in the
following centuries until today.

Hence, the Desire, rather than the Historical Reality, of some
historians in the modern historiography of the appropriation of
Skanderbeg should not be astonished at all. What should be strikingly
is the ease of which some historians neglect their social responsibility
in making certain conclusions that not only suffer from subjectivism
but can not withstand scientific criticism as well and therefore they run
the risk of entering the sphere of quasi-historians.

Conclusion
Nevertheless, Skanderbeg was much more than to be addressed
today simply according to his religion or ethnicity.
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In his 25-year long struggle against the Ottomans Skanderbeg grew
up from a small local rebel to an European leader. Namely, he appeared
as a local rebel in central Albania and western Macedonia (firstly
Debar, but not less Polog and also Ohrid-Struga region), gaining
immediate support from most of the local nobles (the League in Lezhe
—01.03.1444), but also the benevolence of the local population.

Very soon, he grows as important Balkan fighter against the
common enemy (namely making coalitions with top figures from
Montenegro, Serbia and Bosnia as well as making significant relations
with Dubrovnik) and won the confidence of the West expressed in
support of Venice, Naples and the Papacy.

Even more, Skanderbeg was seen from the West as a fighter for
Christianity (especially after the fall of Constantinople 1453 he was
seen as the last Christian hero*®) and New Alexander who (according to
the Letter probably of the archbishop of Duress Paul Angelus from
around 1460) is to be The One (the Leader — to led the way) that will
expel the Asians (Ottomans) from Europe.

43 D.M.Nicol, The Last centuries of Byzantium 1261-1453. Second edition, Cambridge
1999, p. 393.



