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Abstract

In a previous study (“Understanding the pre-national(ist) Balkans: the 'Romaic' community”, in P.
Kitromilides and A. Tabaki, Relations gréco-bulgares a [’ére de la formation des identités nationales,,
Athens, 2010), | attempted to define the pre-national Orthodox Christian community in the Ottoman
Empire in terms of a (rudimentary) multi-ethnic proto-nation, which was shaped by a common state-
like institution (the Patriarchate of Constantinople), and whose members shared the same territory (the
Ottoman Empire), the same religion (Orthodox Christianity), the same “high culture” (including a
common “high language” — Greek), used the same name (“Christians” or a synonym like “Greek” or
“Romaean”), and displayed a considerable cohesion and solidarity, as the massive participation of
non-Greeks in the 1821 Uprising indicates.

This contribution deals with a specific “case” — the multi-ethnic Orthodox Christian population of the
city of Ohrid at the end of the eighteenth and the beginning of the nineteenth century — as a sample of
the Ottoman Orthodox Christian community, though with its own local particularities. Special
attention is paid to some terminological and conceptual questions related to the investigation of Balkan
society in the pre-national period.
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If, as most historians now think, national consciousness and national communities in the
Balkans emerged by at the end of the eighteenth and during the nineteenth century, then the
question arises about what kind of consciousness people had prior to the late eighteenth
century: which community did they identify with and feel loyal to?

In fact, many tentative answers have been given already to this question. People are
assumed to have identified themselves with an ethnic community (Albanian, Bulgarian,
Greek, Serb, Vlach and the like), a religious community (Armenian, Catholic, Judaic, Muslim,
Orthodox Christian), a local community in an area called “fatherland” where face-to-face
contact with other members was possible (a city, an island, a valley), a clan, a tribe, a social or
a vocational group. These many forms of collective identity did not exclude each other. Most
often, one of them would become dominant depending on the situation and the presence of a
“relevant other”.

While from the nineteenth century onwards, due to the effect of omnipresent state
institutions on socialization, people in the Balkans as a rule have identified themselves with a
national community, prior to the nineteenth century, due to a similar omnipresence of
religious institutions exercising several secular functions, people identified themselves
primarily with a religious community.* Although most historians are inclined to acknowledge
religion as the decisive factor of community formation in the pre-national period, Balkan
historiography—and certainly not only Balkan historiography—persists in approaching the
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(Sofia: Prosveta, 2003), 24; Irina F. Makarova, “U istochnikov duhovnogo vozrozhdeniya (bolgary
pod vlast’yu Konstantinopol’skogo patriarha),” in Istoriya Balkan. Vosemnadtsatyy vek, ed. Vladlen
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past from a more or less pronounced ethnocentric or national angle. Loyalty to an ethnic
group is used as an explanation of events and developments in eras in which ethnic affiliation
was hardly of any relevance to group consciousness and social behaviour. The nation
continues to offer the favoured framework for historical research, which tends to focus on
aspects of the history of a particular nation; ethnic communities in the past are treated as
budding nations. The attribution of the names of currently existing nations and states to
communities and territories in the past suggests a teleological continuity which in fact is
imaginary. Thus, the indiscriminate use of the term “Greeks” to denote people in antiquity, in
the Byzantine period, under Ottoman rule, and in the modern period insinuates that the Greeks
possessed throughout the ages an unalterable and imperishable consciousness of their
“Greekness”, whereas, in reality, they had a very different mental make-up and perception of
their identity in each of the aforementioned periods. Significantly, while Greek authors in the
pre-nationalist era still referred to these successive identities using terms such as “Hellenes”,
“Romaeans” (romei, romii), or “Greeks”, nationalist historiographers imposed one single
ethnonym, “Hellenes”, emphasizing the (imagined) continuity of an unchangeable core of
“Greekness”. The Bulgarians in Tsar Boris’s time, calling themselves Bulgarians and
speaking Old Bulgarian, are equally thought to have had a consciousness of “Bulgarianhood”
comparable to that experienced by Bulgarians under Ottoman rule or by contemporary
Bulgarians. Obviously, in all these historical periods, people perceived the world and
organized their lives on the basis of constantly changing value systems in which ethnicity
occupied a status which diverged radically from the status ethnicity (and nationhood) have
occupied in people’s minds since the nineteenth century.

Several successful attempts have been made to penetrate into the mind of the
inhabitants of the Balkan Peninsula in the pre-national period and to perceive and explain the
world from their particular, basically religious point of view.? In order to create a conceptual
framework of the Orthodox Christian community in the Ottoman Empire, we have attempted
to describe it proceeding from the idea of a supra-ethnic proto-nation based on shared
religious doctrines, practices, and values, and continuing Dimitri Obolensky’s “Byzantine
commonwealth”.® For the sake of brevity, we referred to the Ottoman Orthodox Christian
community as the “Romaic community” (and will do so here too). Sticking to Eric
Hobsbawm’s account of popular proto-nationalism*, we pointed out the following main
features of the Romaic proto-nation:

1. A common name: most often “Christians”, but also “Greeks” and—rarely but most
accurately—“Romaeans” (Roméos or Romids in Greek, romej or romeec in Slav), used
for all Orthodox Christians of whatever ethnic origin in or from the Ottoman Empire.
(The latter provides a historical justification for our rather pragmatic option for the
name “Romaic community”).

2. A common territory: the jurisdiction of the Patriarchate of Constantinople (and a small
number of other patriarchates and autocephalous archbishoprics), constituting the Rum
milleti and coinciding territorially with the Ottoman empire.

2 For instance, Paschalis Kitromilides, An Orthodox Commonwealth. Symbolic Legacies and Cultural
Encounters in Southeastern Europe (Aldershot: Ashgate [Variorum]), 2007.
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* Eric J. Hobsbawm, Nations and Nationalism since 1780. Programme, myth, reality (Cambridge:
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3. Common origins: as Makarova pointed out, the term “pravoslavie” (Orthodox
Christianity) gradually implied the notion of descent and kinship.® In Greek, the word
“genos” (“descent”, “race”) was used, in Slavonic, the word “rod” (the translation of
“genos”), for example in the common expression “hristianski rod” (the “Christian
race”).

4. A common religion: Orthodox Christian doctrines and practices.

5. Common institutions: the Patriarchate with its religious and secular functions which
actually “produced” the Orthodox community.

6. A common language: Greek used as a means of intellectual communication by the
multi-ethnic Romaic cultural elite.

7. The consciousness of belonging—or having belonged—to a lasting political entity.

All these features were not only indications of the existence of a Romaic community, but also
the very factors contributing to its emergence. If we assume that a community displays less of
the political consciousness and societal coherence typical of a proto-nation, the term
“community” is more appropriate than “proto-nation”. The idea to constitute a proto-nation
and, possibly, a budding (supra-ethnic) nation might have existed somehow for a short time
among the Romaic social and cultural elite during the last decades of the eighteenth and in the
beginning of the nineteenth century, as Rigas Fereos’s “civil nationalism” and the massive
participation of non-Greek Orthodox Christians in the Greek War of Independence suggest.®

The aim of this contribution is to examine to what extent the general observations we
made on the Romaic community in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century also apply
on the level of a small, local community. We focus on the main features, which are likely to
yield the most interesting material for further reflection. The community in question is the
Orthodox Christian flock in the small provincial town of Ohrid in Macedonia.

Common institutions

The common institution that was decisive for the formation of the Romaic community was the
Patriarchate of Constantinople. The Patriarchate was, without any doubt, a “church in
captivity”’ and a tool of Ottoman administration, but nevertheless enjoyed a considerable
autonomy. It ruled its flock on the basis of Orthodox church law and succeeded in preserving
the Orthodox community and its age-old traditions.

From a strictly formal point of view, the jurisdiction of the Patriarchate did not
coincide completely with the total area in the Ottoman empire inhabited by Orthodox
Christians. Besides the Patriarchate of Constantinople and in addition to the three ancient
oriental patriarchates—Alexandria, Antioch, and Jerusalem—there existed a small number of
other “churches” such as the Church of Cyprus, the Patriarchate of Pe¢, and the autocephalous
archbishopric of Ohrid. The latter was founded in 1019 by the Byzantine emperor Basil 11 and
was meant to replace the Bulgarian patriarchate which disappeared together with the First
Bulgarian Empire in 1014. Under Ottoman rule, the archbishopric of Ohrid, unlike the
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Bulgarian and the Serbian patriarchate, was not abolished and continued to exist until 1767.
The Serbian Patriarchate of Pe¢ was reestablished in 1557 and existed until 1766.

The division of the Orthodox Christian flock over several churches had a formal
character and did not affect the feelings of commonality and solidarity that existed among the
faithful. All these churches adhered to the same doctrine and were in the same way
subordinate politically to the sultan and morally to the Patriarch of Constantinople. There was
a regular exchange of bishops and even patriarchs between them.® Each of the churches ruled
a multiethnic flock. In all these respects, nothing distinguished the Archbishopric of Ohrid
from the Patriarchate of Constantinople or the Patriarchate of Pec.

In the Archbishopric of Ohrid, Greek was increasingly used as the language of
worship and church administration, especially in the episcopal cities. The spread of Greek was
due to historical circumstances and pragmatic considerations, and did not aim at the ethno-
cultural Graecization of the Orthodox Christian flock. In the Patriarchate of Pe¢, which had a
more homogeneous Slav (Bulgarian and Serb) population, the Church Slavonic tradition was
better preserved.

From the seventeenth century onwards, Constantinople started interfering more
drastically in the affairs of Ohrid and Pe¢. In 1766, the Patriarchate of Pe¢ was abolished,
followed by the Archbishopric of Ohrid a year later. It is of little relevance whether this
happened as the result of “Phanariote intrigue”, as traditional historiography holds, or at the
request of the local higher clergy because of its insolvability,® the incorporation of both the
Patriarchate and the Archbishopric anyhow strengthened the unity of the Orthodox Christian
community even more.

In Bulgarian historiography, the abolition of the Archbishopric of Ohrid and its
“annexation” by the Patriarchate of Constantinople is often explained as the abolition of a
“Bulgarian” church and its incorporation into a “Greek” one. However, neither was the
archbishopric of Ohrid Bulgarian nor was the Patriarchate of Constantinople Greek in an
ethnic sense. Initially, the archbishopric of Ohrid included Macedonia, Serbia, Western
Bulgaria, Albania, and Thessaly. In the sixteenth century, the Serbian and Western Bulgarian
dioceses were ceded to the newly established Patriarchate of Pe¢, while the dioceses in the
south were attached to the Patriarchate of Constantinople. Nevertheless, at the moment of its
abolishment in 1767, the archbishopric of Ohrid still included Macedonia and a large part of
Albania. During all of the nearly eight centuries of its existence, the archbishopric ruled a
multiethnic flock of Albanians, Bulgarians, Greeks, Serbs, and Vlachs. There is no reason to
think that the local flock considered the archbishopric as belonging to one particular ethnic
community. The archbishops too had various ethnic backgrounds. From 1715 to 1745, the
archbishop was loasaf, a Vlach from Moschopolis.'® The very last archbishop, who ruled
from 1763 to 1767, was Arseniy, a Bulgarian from Ohrid."* We have no information on
former archbishops, but these two examples, dating from a period when Greek influence was
mounting, may suffice.

Similarly, the Patriarchate of Constantinople should not be regarded as a “Greek”
church at the moment it annexed the Archbishopric of Ohrid. Prior to the mid-nineteenth
century, the Patriarchate behaved as a supra-ethnic, ecumenical institution and was perceived

8 Olga Todorova, Pravoslavnata tsarkva i balgarite, XV-XVII vek (Sofia: Marin Drinov, 1997), 7677,
265.

® For the archbishopric of Ohrid, see Ivan Snegarov, Istoriya na ohridskata arhiepiskopiya, vol. 2
(Sofia: Gutenberg, 1924), 123; Paschalis Kitromilides, “Orthodox Culture and Collective Identity in
the Ottoman Balkans during the Eighteenth Century,” in: Kitromilides, An Orthodox Commonwealth,
139-141.

1% lvan Snegarov, “Grad Ochrid. Istoricheski ocherk,” part 1, Makedonski pregled 4 (1928), 1: 113.

1 Snegarov, Istoriya, vol. 2, 210.



as such by its flock. Among its bishops and even patriarchs, there were—more than is
generally assumed—not only Greeks but also Albanians, Bulgarians, Serbs, and Vlachs,
though admittedly the majority was Greek.? Nothing indicates that after 1767 the Patriarchate
pursued a policy of Graecization of the former archbishopric. In the decades following the
latter’s abolishment, there did occur in Ohrid a number of minor conflicts involving the
clergy, the citizens, the new bishop Isaia, and the patriarchate, but the reasons for these
conflicts seem to have been of a financial nature and obviously had nothing to do with
possible attempts of the patriarchal clergy to Graecize the non-Greek.*® In 1802, Kallinikos, a
Greek from Gelibolu, became bishop of Ohrid and occupied the seat for forty years, until his
death in 1843. According to Ivan Snegarov, Kallinikos was not a “Greek chauvinist”, did not
harass the Bulgarians, but defended their interests, and apparently spoke Bulgarian.* His
successor losif was a Karamanli (Turkish speaking Orthodox Christian) from Anatolia.*®
After being revoked in 1847, losif was succeeded by Dionysios, who held the post until
January 1859. Dionysios was a Greek, but the many complaints about his “unworthy”
behaviour cannot convincingly be related to a policy of Graecization.'® The next bishop,
loannikis, who occupied the episcopal seat until his death on 25 December the same year, was
an Albanian from Elbasan. The very same day of his death, the citizens of Ohrid sent a letter
to the patriarch asking for a “wise and worthy bishop, meeting to the contemporary
requirements of the people”, preferably of Slav origin.'’ Two days later, they sent another
letter in which they suggested the name of Avksentiy of Veles.'® Prior to December 1859, the
Bulgarians in Ohrid never thought of demanding a Bulgarian bishop.

From this short survey, it appears that the archbishopric of Ohrid, although until 1767
it was a separate ecclesiastical organization, for all doctrinal, legal, ritual, and cultural matters
constituted one whole with the ecumenical Patriarchate of Constantinople, and that the
existence of a separate archbishopric did not diminish the feeling of unity and solidarity
among the flock in both “churches”. Neither the Patriarchate of Constantinople, nor the
Archbishopric of Ohrid can be regarded as the church of one particular ethnic group. They
both were ecumenical churches, serving a multi-ethnic flock. Patriarchs, archbishops, and
bishops had various ethnic backgrounds. The Greeks among them, who constituted a majority,
are not reported to have pursued a policy of Graecization. It appears that in Ohrid prior to the
mid-nineteenth century, the ethnic background of the bishops was irrelevant both to the
institutions that elected and appointed them as to the faithful that were administered by them.
The Patriarchate of Constantinople received many complaints about bishops, but the
complaints always pertained to “unworthy behaviour” as drinking, adultery, and greed. (Such
complaints were frequently made also in homogeneously Greek environments.) One cannot
discern a pattern of “Bulgarian” complaints against “Greek” bishops in Ohrid prior to the late
1850s. The bishop’s ignorance of the flock’s language, let alone ethnic discrimination, is
never mentioned. Furthermore, either the complaints were supported by the entire multi-
ethnic community in Ohrid, or the contested bishops had supporters and opponents among all
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ethnic groups.™ The bishops themselves were not interested in favouring one ethnic group
and discriminating against an other. Evtim Sprostranov points out that they were eager “to
keep the Varosh together” (da zapazi v tselost Varosha).’

A common language

According to Grigor Parlichev (1830-1893), a Greek poet of Bulgarian origin born in the city,
Ohrid was “thoroughly Hellenized” (sivsem pogdrcheniy) in the mid-nineteenth century.?
This means that the urban establishment, living in the Varosh or old city centre, spoke Greek
and probably called itself “Greek”. The Graecization was due partly to the influence of the
clergy and constituted an essentially spontaneous social and cultural development, which the
church had neither discouraged or curbed, nor deliberately worked toward. With the
abolishment of the archbishopric and its replacement by the diocese of Prespa-Ohrid within
the jurisdiction of the Patriarchate of Constantinople, the Greek influence cannot have but
increased.

9 The letter to the patriarch from 25 December 1859, for instance, in which the Orthodox Christian
community in Ohrid, according to Sprostranov, “unanimously” (edinodushno) formulated its demands
concerning the new bishop. (Sprostranov, “Po vazrazhdanyeto,” 625.)
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The use of Greek did not always imply or result in those who spoke that language
ultimately considering themselves to be ethnic Greeks, as Potlys and Dhimitsas did. In Ohrid,
with the exception of a few families of ethnic Greek origin, to be “Greek” meant being firstly
an Orthodox Christian and secondly a well-to-do city-dweller. Greek was, of course, the
language of a particular ethnic group, but within the Romaic community, a command of
Greek also functioned as a distinctive feature of a religious community, a social class, a
vocational group and an Enlightened elite. To be sure, things were not unequivocal. Without
knowing any Greek, one could be an impeccable “Romaecan”, attending divine services in
Church Slavonic, or one could have demotic Greek as a native language without belonging to
the economic, social, or intellectual elite.

% An armatolos is a kind of Ottoman policeman, recruited among the Christian population of the
empire and charged with fighting banditry. In his poem Parlichev explicitly opposes religious
communities (Christians and Muslims), while the ethnic identity of the heroes remains ambiguous.
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Yurdan lvanov points out that “every Bulgarian who somehow knew to read and to write was
proud to call himself a Greek and to behave as a Greek”.>?

Shapkarev explicitly and repeatedly pointed out that all citizens of Ohrid, even if they
spoke Greek, called themselves “Bulgarians™.>®* How to explain this apparent contradiction?
Most probably, the citizens of Ohrid would call themselves Bulgarians in one moment and
Greeks or Romaeans the next, depending on their social class, the presence of a “relevant
other”, the reason why they were asked, the situation, and even the collocutor. The fact that
the Bulgarian population in Ohrid basically identified itself with a religious community does
not mean that they had lost the awareness of a Bulgarian ethnic identity. However, this ethnic
consciousness obviously did not involve any moral obligations. A Bulgarian in the second
half of the nineteenth century with a fully-fledged Bulgarian national consciousness would
have found it intolerable to call him- or herself a “Greek”, to have had an education in a
foreign language, and to speak and write in everyday life in a language other than Bulgarian.
Such behaviour would be considered an absurdity or an apostasy. In pre-national Ohrid,
however, Bulgarians did so without any qualms of conscience because such behaviour was
not regarded as a moral transgression. The primary moral obligation was faithfulness to the
religious community; adopting another language and even another ethnic identity was
tolerated as long as it occurred within the religious community.

The consciousness of belonging—or having belonged—to a lasting political entity.

Hobsbawm rightly thinks that the consciousness of belonging or having belonged to a lasting
political entity is one of the main features of popular proto-nationalism. At first sight, such a
consciousness would have divided rather than united the Orthodox Christian community in
the Ottoman Empire. In the Middle Ages, the Orthodox Christians in the Balkans belonged to
different states: the Byzantine Empire, Bulgaria, Serbia, the Romanian Principalities.
Although all of these states had a multi-ethnic population, their mere existence must have
contributed to the emergence of some form of proto-national consciousness.>* However, the
Byzantine commonwealth, described by Obolensky, had created an Orthodox Christian
community that was the precursor of the Romaic community referred to in this study.® Under
Ottoman rule, the consciousness of the inherited commonality on the basis of religion
obviously outlived the memory of the separate Balkan states. If there had remained any clear

Economic and Cultural Foundations of a Balkan State, eds Victor C. de Munck and Ljupcho Risteski,
(London, New York : I. B. Tauris, 2013), 72-73.

*! Snegarov, “Grad Ohrid,” part 1, 122.
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memories of the former states, they were memories of kings, tsars, and patriarchs, always in a
highly mythologized form. The various legends and prophecies related to the end of the
Ottoman dominance contain no explicit references to the resurrection of the Byzantine Empire
or any other medieval Balkan state. As Richard Clogg points out,

aspirations [...] of an eventual restoration of “their race of princes to the throne and possession of
Constantinople” were enshrined in a body of prophetic and apocalyptic beliefs which held out the
hope of an eventual deliverance not though human agency but through divine intervention.*®

Understood largely in religious terms, the idea of regained freedom had lost its political
dimension and become a deliverance in the Christian sense of the word for the entire
Orthodox Christian community. Again, it appears that ethnic consciousness, as the primary
form of group consciousness, had been gradually supplanted by an Orthodox Christian
consciousness.

We should probably approach things conversely here: as the consciousness of having
belonged to separate political entities had largely disappeared, the remaining obstacles to the
formation of an Orthodox Christian community were actually removed. In Ohrid, the fate of
the Cyrillic script provides a revealing example of how historical memories had faded away.
In the Middle Ages, Ohrid had been one of the main centres of Slavic literature, culture, and
spirituality. By the end of the eighteenth century, however, nobody, according to Shapkarev,
was capable of reading the Slavic books in the library of the H. Kliment Church.’” In the
1840s, the Russian traveller Viktor Grigorovich could not find anyone in Ohrid who had any
notion of the Cyrillic script.®® The records of the church committees and the guilds as well as
trade agreements and similar official documents were all written in Greek. Whenever the local
Slav dialect of Ohrid was written, Greek characters were used. The Cyrillic script was

considered to originate from Serbia and was called “Serbian”.*

Conclusion

Returning to the question we asked at the beginning of this paper, we may now attempt to
define what it actually meant to be a Bulgarian in late eighteenth and early nineteenth-century
Ohrid. Bulgarians at that time, even while persistently calling themselves “Bulgarians”, had
no problem attending church services in Greek and visiting schools that had Greek as the
language of instruction or aimed to ensure that the pupils acquired a command of Greek while
almost completely neglecting their native tongue. In one of the main centres of Bulgarian
medieval literary culture, Church Slavonic had fallen into disuse, and the Cyrillic script was
all but completely forgotten. Many Bulgarians, having made a career and belonging to the
social upper class, were eager to call themselves “Greeks”. Although some kind of ethnic
awareness must have been transmitted from generation to generation, it obviously did not
imply the same moral implications national identity has today.

We argued that in the pre-national era religion provided the basis on which
communities were formed and constituted the chief source of moral values. The bizarre fact of
Bulgarians readily accepting Greek as the language of worship and education becomes
comprehensible when we keep in mind that their behaviour did not impede their basic
allegiance to their religion and their religious community. The “others” were not (yet) the
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speakers of another language, but those confessing another faith (Catholic, Muslim). The
Bulgarians’ acceptance of the Greek language was facilitated by the fact that Greek, due to its
many functions in a multi-ethnic environment, was not considered exclusively as the language
of a particular ethnic community. It had become to a large extent ethnically “unmarked”.

Speakers of Bulgarian did not consider themselves as a community merely on the
basis of the language they shared: Orthodox and Muslim Bulgarians, although speaking the
same language, constituted two different and often hostile communities. Language then still
played a secondary role in community formation. By the same token, Bulgarians who had
preserved their native language and divine services in Church Slavonic did not necessarily
possess a more sound Bulgarian ethnic consciousness than those who were Graecized as in
Ohrid. Shapkarev points out that by the end of the 1860s the Bulgarians in Prilep, where
schools had always had Bulgarian as the language of instruction and divine services had
always been celebrated in Church Slavonic, pupils still “read breviaries and psalters” and
were satisfied with their Greek bishop, whereas the Graecized Bulgarians in Ohrid were
already “conscious of the rights of their ethnicity” and demanded a Bulgarian bishop.*
Obviously, Bulgarians in Prilep still identified themselves mainly with their religious
community, while in Ohrid a Bulgarian ethnic identity had already replaced the old Romaic
identity.

When describing and explaining late eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century Balkan
society, instead of assuming the existence of a kind of unchangeable “ethnic consciousness”,
historians should take into account that the term “Bulgarian”—and for that matter all terms
referring to ethnic, religious, social, and professional groups in the Balkans—is by far not
unequivocal. Ignoring the multilayered historical nuances inherent to the word “Bulgarian”
and simply grafting them onto the sense it has acquired in the nineteenth through the twenty-
first century, historians impute to the mere recurrence of “Bulgarian” a very questionable
continuity of meaning.
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