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THE KOSOVO MYTH

by Ivan Colovi¢

The historians who studied the historical sources
on the Battle of Kosovo, from Ilarion Ruvarac
and Ljubomir Kovacevi¢, the founder of critical
historiography in Serbia, to Sima Cirkovi¢, who
studied the relevant sources during the last de-
cades of the 20th century, concluded that there
existed few reliable sources on it. In other words,
the critical verification of the reliability of the
documents about the Battle of Kosovo has re-
sulted in the fact that we have increasingly less
reliable knowledge about it. “Today we know
less about this battle than our predecessors’,
writes Cirkovi¢, “but what we know has been
verified and is incomparably more reliable”

(Cirkovi¢ 1990: 116). This verified knowledge is
confined to several facts: the battle took place on
15 June [Old Style] 1389; it was fought between
the Christian army led by the Serbian Prince
Lazar Hrebeljanovic (1329-1389), and the Otto-
man army led by Sultan Murad I (1326-1389);
those fighting on the Christian side included
Lazar’s son-in-law Vuk Brankovic (c. 1345-1397)
and one detachment of Bosnian soldiers under
the command of Vlatko Vukovi¢, which was sent
to Kosovo by the Bosnian King Tvrtko I (1338-
1391); both Lazar and Murad lost their lives in
the battle.
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THE MEMORIES OF THE BATTLE
OF KOSOVO BEFORE THE
EMERGENCE OF NATIONALISM

In contrast to Ruvarac — who argued that a se-
rious historian should exclude every unreliable
historical source from his field of interest, so
that when one writes about Kosovo he should
not pay attention to “folk and popular narra-
tion...poems and stories, and narratives based
on them” — contemporary researchers of the
Battle of Kosovo know that part of their job is
also to get acquainted with the poems and sto-
ries dedicated to this battle. “What people were
thinking, believing and speaking”, Sima Cir-
kovi¢ warned his colleagues, “was part of their
social reality and we must not discard it even
when we know from our perspective that it does
not correspond to the data from the sources”
(Cirkovi¢ 1990: 113). In fact, even before these
Cirkovi¢’s words, the memories of Kosovo, as

a group of folklore, literary, church and other
documents about the Battle of Kosovo, were the
object of scientific research, which was not con-
fined to the search for something that unque-
stionably belongs to the historical truth. Stojan
Novakovic asked that attention should be de-
voted to stories and legends about the Battle of
Kosovo and that they should be considered and
interpreted in the context of the time in which
they were created (Novakovic 1906: 8). Following
this line of reasoning, some researchers have
found the traces of archaic, that is, pagan be-
liefs and myths in folklore and other documents
preserving the memory of the Battle of Kosovo
and its heroes. In that sense, Natko Nodilo, Ve-
selin Cajkanovi¢, Vojin Mati¢, Aleksandar Loma,
Miodrag Popovi¢ and others also wrote about
the Kosovo myth. In his book Vidovdan i ¢asni
krst (St Vitus Day and the Honourable Cross),
Popovi¢ interpreted the conflict between Lazar’s
sons-in-law Milos Obili¢ and Vuk Brankovic,
described in the folk poem “KneZeva vecera”
(The Prince’s Supper), as the conflict between
the ancient pagan religion and Christianity.

Accordingly, he interpreted the question “who

is the faithful one, and who unfaithful” — which
is understood in the text of the poem as a di-
lemma who of Lazar’s two sons-in-law will be-
tray the Serbs at Kosovo — as the question which
religion was the true one — Pagan religion, per-
sonified by Obili¢, or Christianity, symbolised by
Lazar and Vuk Brankovi¢ (Popovi¢ 2007: 127).

Miodrag Popovic also expressed the opinion
that in the second half of the 19th century there
appeared folklore, literary and other documents
in which the memory of Kosovo was separated
from the authentic Kosovo myth and turned
into the “St Vitus Day myth”, the myth in the
service of conquest and hatred. He writes that in
the authentic Kosovo myth “St Vitus Day was the
day of heroic competition, victory and triumph
over evil. In the new cult emerging under the
pressure of the political and economic imperati-
ves of the Serbian citizenry, southward penetra-
tion and conquest of Kosovo, St Vitus Day was,
above all else, the symbol of a bloody, merciless
revenge over everything that was Turkish or Mu-
slim in general”. According to Popovi¢, this is a
pseudo-myth, an “aesthetic and humanistic de-
gradation of the Kosovo myth” (Ibid: 167-168).
However, other contemporary researchers on the
narrative about the Battle of Kosovo, relying on
the new insights into the nature of the political
imaginarium and symbolic resources of political
power, gained by some researchers (such as Be-
nedict Anderson, Jacques Lacan, Cornelius Casto-
riadis, Anthony Smith or Alaida Assmann) hold
that the departure from pagan beliefs is not a
good reason to deny some Kosovo narratives the
status and name of myth.

My research on the history of the memory of
the Battle of Kosovo (Colovi¢ 2016) also led me
to the conclusion that in the early 19th century
there emerged the documents testifying about
the gradual formation of a new mythical narra-
tive about this battle and its heroes, in the cen-
tre of which there was the cult of the people
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— the ceremonial narrative of their struggle for
national freedom and their nation state. The no-
velty did not consist in the fact that the memory
of Kosovo was put in the service of legalising po-
litical aims and affirming an ideology, since that
memory had political and ideological functions
since the very beginning, that is, the emergence
of the first documents about it. There is no do-
ubt that such a function was also assigned to the
cult writings about Prince Lazar, which appea-
red in the first years after the Battle of Kosovo,
when Princess Milica won over Patriarch Danilo
I1I for the idea that her husband, Prince Lazar,
who was killed in that battle, should be cano-
nised, which she needed in order to strengthen
her position in the influential Serbian Church
and in relation to other ambitious regional lords
who, like Milica herself, were ready to rule as
Ottoman vassals over the territory governed by
Lazar before the Battle of Kosovo. Danilo’s Slovo
pohvalno knezu Lazaru (Eulogy for Prince La-
zar) and other similar writings created under his
control in the 1390s, were simultaneously bu-
ilding the image of Lazar as a martyr saint and
the image of his brave widow who, with God'’s
help, succeeded in defeating all her enemies,
establishing peace and restoring “the earlier be-
auty” of her country (Pavlovi¢, D. and Marinko-
vi¢, R.: 51). Here the memory of the Battle of Ko-
sovo contributed to Lazar’s elevation to the rank
of saint but, what was probably more important,
to emphasizing the ruling capabilities and me-
rits of the saint’s wife, Regent Milica.

Until the early 19th century, in the documents
containing the memory of Kosovo — in the wri-
tings of Greek and Ottoman chroniclers, and
Western travellers, as well as in the recorded folk
poems about the Battle of Kosovo and 18th cen-
tury writings, such as Prica o boju kosovskom
(Story About the Battle of Kosovo) and Tronoski
rodoslov (Tronosa Genealogy), it can be obser-
ved that the acts of the participants in the Battle
of Kosovo were assessed according to more or
less identical value criteria, the criteria of feudal

society, where loyalty and allegiance to the ruler,
piety, honour and glory were especially appre-
ciated as the class virtues, that is, the virtues
adorning a lord, a noble and a knight. There-
fore, in these writings, the two parties fighting at
Kosovo understand each other excellently and
their heroes enjoyed the reputation depending
on their adherence to the knight's code of con-
duct and ethos. Their ethical and religious diffe-
rences were less obvious here.

For example, one motive that appears in many
of these writings is the conversation between
the mortally wounded Sultan Murad and Prince
Lazar and Milo$ Obili¢, taken prisoner and bro-
ught before the Sultan who had to decide on
how they would be executed and buried, has
the same ideological point — the affirmation of
the feudal system and hierarchy. Although Mu-
rad will die of the wound inflicted by Obili¢, he
praises the latter’s courage and loyalty to Lazar,
and says that — if his life were not coming to an
end — he would be glad to have him in his ser-
vice, and accepts his plea — as being justified and
in accordance with a knight's funeral protocol

— that he is buried below Lazar’s legs and not
beside Murad, as it was ordered at first by the
Sultan. This discussion about the feudal nobles’
funeral protocol worthy of three Kosovo heroes,
appeared for the first time in the early 15th cen-
tury in the writing of an anonymous Florentine,
bearing the title Cronica volgare (Chronicle in
the Vulgar Tongue), then in Janicareve uspo-
mene (Memoirs of a Janissary) by Konstantin
Mihailovi¢ of Ostrovica, printed in Poland in the
late 15th century, in the bugarstica “Kad je pogi-
nuo knez Lazar i Milo§ Obili¢ na Kosovu” (When
Prince Lazar and Milos Obili¢ Died in Kosovo),
which Andrija Kaci¢ Miosi¢ included in his Raz-
govor ugodni naroda slovinskog (Pleasant Con-
versation of Slavic People), written in 1756, from
which it was taken by the anonymous compiler
of Prica o Boju kosovskom (The Narrative of the
Battle of Kosovo), which appeared in the second
half of the 18th century.

«»
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Murad accepts Milos’s explanation that the Sul-
tan and Lazar should be buried beside each
other and that he should be buried below their
legs, just like in “Lazarica”, a decasyllabic poem
found in Vuk’s legacy collection. In this poem,
apart from the consent given by the Sultan and
his enemies about a politically correct burial,
there appears the consent on the policy to be
pursued by the Turks after the deaths of two ru-
lers or, more precisely, some kind of joint legacy
of Lazar and Murad where it is demanded that
the people should be governed like before the
Battle of Kosovo, that the poor should not be
converted into Islam, that the churches should
not be demolished, that the people should not
be resettled, but should be left alone and should
only pay arac (tribute money). This testament
was formulated by Murad: “The Prince leaves a
legacy to me and I leave it to you from now on
till forever”. Murad also left the same legacy to
his successors in Visnji¢'s poem “Pocetak bune
protiv dahija” (The Beginning of the Revolt Aga-
inst the Dahis).

The scene in which Murad, Lazar and Milos dis-
cuss the funeral protocol appears for the last
time in Matija Ban's drama Car Lazar ili propast
na Kosovu (Tsar Lazar or the Defeat at Kosovo)
(the first edition was printed in 1858 and the
second in 1866). In the drama, these three men
excellently understand each other because they
belong to the same world and respect the same
values. Thus, Murad can say to his killer without
irony: “I admire you!” and the latter replies:
“Believe me I regret that such a csar is dying”.
However, apart from continuity with the feudal,
knightly ethos, in this Ban's drama, as well as
in other dramas based on the same theme and
published in the first half of the 19th century by
Jovan Sterija Popovi¢ (Milo$ Obili¢, 1828), Isidor
Nikoli¢ (Car Lazar ili Padenie serbskog carstva /
Tsar Lazar or the Fall of the Serbian Tsardom/,
1835) and Ban'’s contemporary Jovan Subotic¢
(Milos Obili¢, 1858), there appeared two new
factors.

The authors of these dramas live and were edu-
cated in Austria, where they adopted the politi-
cal ideas combining Enlightenment rationalism
and romantic nationalism. Except diplomat Ban,
the other three authors were lawyers, and the
influence of legal reasoning is also evident in
their dramas on Kosovo and presentation of the
problems faced by the Kosovo heroes. As a rule,
they demand action in accordance with law and
that their opinion is respected — for example, the
accusation of Milos Obili¢ of betrayal should be
supported by evidence and the witnesses accu-
sing him should be checked up. In addition, the
decision to wage war against the Turks is pre-
sented in these dramas as the result of an argu-
mentation-based discussion (especially in Ban’s
Tsar Lazar). Not all nobles at Lazar’s court agree
with the decision, but they all respect it because
it was “democratically” made. The right to think
freely is also approved by Ban’s Lazar although,
as can be expected from a medieval ruler, it is
granted only to nobility: “Every nobleman can
freely express his thoughts to the Tsar, even if
he does not agree with the Tsar’s” (Ban 1858:
265). Thus, after more than three centuries, the
Enlightenment-rationalist interpretations of the
Battle of Kosovo in the dramas of these authors
from Vojvodina built upon the scene in Feliks
Petanci¢’s Historia Turcica (Turkish History) in
which this Dubrovnik humanist and their colle-
ague (Petancic¢ worked at the criminal court of
the Dubrovnik Republic) introduces Obili¢ tran-
sformed into a citizen of the Republic and aware
of his rights guaranteed by law.

THE BIRTH OF THE SERBIAN
NATIONAL MYTH OF KOSOVO

Ban's drama is a good example of how since the
mid-1860s the feudal value system and the ra-
tionalist and Enlightenment worldview in the
accounts of the Battle of Kosovo gradually gave
way to romantic nationalism. While preparing
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the new edition of Tsar Lazar for publication(it
appeared in 1866, the same year when the Uni-
ted Serbian Youth was founded in Novi Sad),
Ban changed Lazar’s and Milos’s political state-
ments on their responsibilities, so that — instead
of referring to the state, Lazar’s court and nobi-
lity, as it was written in the first edition of this
drama published in 1858 — they now referred
to their concern about the people, their well-
being and respect for their opinion. In the first
edition, Lazar says that he needs the “mightiest
strength of all nobility” (1958: 254), while in the
second one he needs the “mightiest strength of
all people”; in the first edition he demands that
his nobles “help save the country”, while in the
second edition the word “country” was replaced
with the word “people”. In the first edition, Mi-
los is concerned because he is accused of “be-
traying the country”, while in the second one
the word “country” was replaced with the word
“people”.

By intervening in the text of his drama about
Prince Lazar, Matija Ban linked it more tightly to
the nationalist discourse than in the first edi-
tion. Namely, in the second half of the 19th cen-
tury such a discourse gradually imposed itself
as the dominant one. The ideological focus was
increasingly resolutely shifting from the values
of the feudal system and Enlightenment rati-
onalism to the values celebrated by romantic
nationalism, so that the memory of Kosovo in
literature, historiography and political discourse
was increasingly linked to the cult of the people,
nation and nation state. The Kosovo narrative
was increasingly turning into the story about

a nation (mostly the Serbian one), its struggle,
death and resurrection, and although there is
no mention of pagan mythology gods, it has all
characteristics of a myth because it is presen-
ted as an unquestionable and practically com-
pulsory story or, more precisely, it demands the
status of such a story for itself.

Vuk Karadzi¢ and Njegos were most responsible
for the formation and affirmation of the nati-
onalist discourse in the regions with the South
Slavic population, especially in Vojvodina, Mon-
tenegro and Serbia. The value that was particu-
larly respected by them included the people and
their allegedly natural “Nationalismus’, as it was
written by Vuk. As for the interpretation of the
documents containing the memories of Kosovo,
the people assumed a dually important role:
they represent the value in the name of which
the Kosovo heroes are fighting and, what is pro-
bably more important, they are the guardians
of the memories of those heroes, the successors
and admirers of the message left allegedly to
them and which will begin to be called the “Ko-
sovo covenant’, “Kosovo testament”, “Kosovo
commitment”, “Kosovo thought” and the like.
Therefore, the folk poems collected and publis-
hed by Vuk assumed a key role in the docu-
ments about the Battle of Kosovo, became the
source of the figures, images, symbols and hints
that would form the Kosovo narrative as a natio-
nal myth. The most important task was not only
to show the antiquity of folk poems, created
allegedly immediately after the Battle of Kosovo,
but also that they survived among the people
and that “Obili¢’s faith”, as it was said by Njegos,
was still alive and that the people were ready

to confirm it by poem and deed. What impor-
tant deed had to be done by the people became
known in the mid-19th century: revenge over
the Turks and the restoration of Dusan’s empire.

In the second part of the 19th century, revenge
for Kosovo and the restoration of the empire
—and, in that context, the restoration of Ser-
bian or South Slavic national unity — were not
only the themes that repeatedly appeared in
folklore records, literary and historiographic
texts, but were also the more or less openly
presented goals by the political circles. They
became the goals of Serbia’s policy when it gai-
ned independence. In other words, the Kosovo
myth discourse became an instrument of state

«»
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propaganda, resulting in the close cooperation
of the political and military circles with histori-
ans, philologists and writers who studied, inter-
preted and published church and folklore texts,
which allegedly confirmed that Kosovo, Mace-
donia and Bosnia used to be the Serbian lands
and that the people living there still kept alive
the Battle of Kosovo. This provided historical
and ethnographic arguments that allegedly con-
firmed that the new Serbian state had the right
to expand its power to the territories that were
once Serbian. As it was written by Ilija Garasa-
nin, the minister during the reign of Alexan-
der Karadjordjevi¢, the Serbian state “which has
already seen its good start, but must strive to
expand and become stronger, has its roots and
firm foundation in the Serbian Empire of the
13th and 14th centuries, and in the glorious and
rich Serbian history” (Garasanin: 34-35).

In the second half of the 19th century, the
collection of folklore material in Kosovo, Ma-
cedonia and Bosnia was the project of national
importance because, as it will later be explai-
ned by ethnologist Tihomir Djordjevi¢, folklore
was a “powerful tool for determining national
borders” (Djordjevi¢, T.: 19). Therefore, the the-
ologian and publisher of folk poems Bogoljub
Petranovi¢ and historian Milos S. Milojevi¢ obta-
ined financial support from Prince Michael’s
government, or probably worked in accordance
with its direct instructions — for their research
into folk culture in the regions under Turkish
and Austrian rule in the 1860s, and for publis-
hing folk poems and other materials, which
allegedly testified that the majority of the po-
pulation in those regions remained faithful to
the Serbian ethnos and “Kosovo covenant”. At
the time when the “Bosnian question” was to-
pical in Serbia, Petranovi¢ published the folk
poem “Propast carstva srpskog” (The Fall of the
Serbian Empire), created by the Bosnian gusle
player Ilija Divjanovi¢ — which was commissi-
oned by the former and created with his assi-
stance, as it was established later on —in which

Prince Lazar ponders over geopolitical issues in
the way being very close to the way in which
Prince Michael’s government was thinking about
these issues, that is, laying emphasis on the idea
that Kosovo, Macedonia, Vojvodina and Bosnia
and Herzegovina had always formed part of the
Serbian state. “I have all my state”, says Lazar,
“Skenderia and Rumelia, Arnautluk and Ma-
cedonia, and all Bosnia and Herzegovina, flat
Srem and half of Zemun, in addition to all Ser-
bia” (“Propast carstva srpskog”, verses 145-150).

The celebration of the 500th anniversary of the
Battle of Kosovo in 1889 will show that the Ser-
bian government and the court (at that time,
this was the court of the juvenile King Alexander
Obrenovi¢, which was governed by his regents)
came to the conclusion that this event could be
a good opportunity for the King and the Ser-
bian army to present themselves as the guardi-
ans of the memory of Kosovo and the “Kosovo
covenant”, the successors of Prince Lazar and

the Kosovo heroes, and especially as those be-
ing ready to lead the people into the long-awa-
ited victorious battle that will avenge the ance-
stors who fell in Kosovo. In this connection, the
government and the court were supported by
the church and intellectuals gathered in scien-
tific and artistic societies, including the Serbian
Royal Academy founded a few years earlier. The
central part of the celebration took place in Kru-
Sevac and its most important political messages
can be found in the speech delivered by Metro-
politan Mihailo. One of them was the call on
the Serbs to be loyal to the King in the name of
Kosovo: “Let the memory of the patriotic heroes
of Kosovo teach their descendants patriotism, let
the generations of our people look up to them
and — as they did — love their country, their peo-
ple and their ruler, young King Alexander, never
letting go of any thoughts of infidelity and be-
trayal” (Durkovic-Jaksi¢: 381). The other message
—in the form of an appeal to the Kosovo heroes
— was the hope that the Serbian people would
unite and restore Dusan’s Empire. The Kosovo

«»
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heroes were called upon to intercede with God
to seek help “in restoring the Serbian Empire
and unifying the Serbian people” (Ibid: 365).

This event was also an opportunity to show the
strength of the Serbian army whose members,
wearing dress uniforms and firing honorary sa-
lutes, participated in the greater part of comme-
moration programme in KruSevac, as well as in
Belgrade and other towns in Serbia where the
army was stationed. On the occasion of marking
the 500th St Vitus Day and wishing to empha-
size that in the late the 19th century the Serbian
army was following the path of Prince Lazar’s
army, the foundation for the new military
powder mill, which was to be called “Obili¢’s
Powder Mill”, was laid (Ibid: 384). In the report
on this event, published in Srpske novine, it was
emphasized that the “restored Serbian Kingdom
wishes to remember the Kosovo heroes not only
by holding a memorial service, but also by con-
tinuously cherishing its military strength” (Ma-
kuljevic: 316).

In Serbia during the subsequent decades, the
memories of Kosovo will also be used for po-
litical propaganda in order to present the Ser-
bian monarchs — the rulers from the Karadjor-
djevi¢ family after the assassination of Alexan-
der Obrenovic in 1903 — as the guardians of the
“Kosovo covenant” and that the political and
military activities undertaken by the state co-
uld be legitimised as the fulfilment of that co-
venant, that debt to the heroic ancestors. The
victories in the Balkan Wars, which enabled the
merger of Kosovo and Macedonia with the Ser-
bian state after the withdrawal of Turkey, were
greeted as the finally achieved revenge for the
defeat in the Battle of Kosovo, as the joyful na-
tional resurrection from the “Kosovo grave”, as
these victories were greeted by poet Velimir Raji¢
(Raji¢, V.: 139). King Peter and his son Alexan-
der were awarded the honorary titles of “Ko-
sovo avengers”. In 1913 and 1914, St Vitus Day
obtained the new meaning. It was celebrated as

the Liberation Day. However, in all praises with
which the Kosovo avengers were welcomed, it
was often emphasized that their revenge was not
complete, that the job was not finished and that
Serbia should also recover the territories in the
west and east which belonged to it both histo-
rically and ethnically. Inspired by the Kosovo
covenant, the fighters expelled one enemy from
the Serbian land, but they also had to square
accounts with another one, the Austro-Hunga-
rian Monarchy. As it was said by the Serbian
Orthodox theologian Nikolaj Velimirovi¢, “One
empire has broken. One more will have to, in
order for the Kosovo prophecy to become true”
(Velimirovi¢ 1914: 57).

The destruction of Austria-Hungary was a much
more difficult and uncertain venture than the
expulsion of Turkey from Kosovo and Macedo-
nia, while the defeats and suffering of the Ser-
bian army during the First World War — when
this army, enduring great losses, retreated across
Kosovo and Albania up to Corfu, together with
King Peter and Regent Alexander — contributed
to the prevalence of dark shades in patriotic po-
etry, the premonition of a new defeat at Kosovo
and new loss of the state, as well as the glorifi-
cation of the Serbian fighters and their rulers as
the new Kosovo martyrs. In one article publis-
hed in Srpske novine on St Vitus Day in 1917, it
was predicted that the future generations would
remember King Peter and his son as the mar-
tyrs who took over the martyr’s cross from the
Kosovo heroes and say: “We are doing our duty.
This example has remained from the Field of
Kosovo. The old martyrs have shown it to us”.

YUGOSLAV KOSOVO

When the Great War ended in the defeat of the
Central Powers and the collapse of the Austro-
Hungarian Monarchy, Serbia could again ce-
lebrate its revenge and victory, while after the

«»
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death of King Peter in 1921, his successor, King
Alexander, was again glorified as the Kosovo
avenger. Apart from this honorary title, he also
held another two: King Liberator and King Uni-
fier. The second title emphasized Alexander’s
merits for the creation of a new state — the King-
dom of Serbs, Croats and Slovenes. One could
say that he especially liked the Unifier title be-
cause his policy was primarily oriented towards
the preservation of the unity of the new state.
The Kosovo myth also served for the same pur-
pose and the King tried to put his political ideas
and actions in the context of the ceremonial me-
mory of the Battle of Kosovo. Thus, St Vitus Day
became a state holiday in the Kingdom of Serbs,
Croats and Slovenes, while the constitution of
the new state was proclaimed on 28 June 1921.

After 6 January 1929, when King Alexan-

der dissolved the parliament and introduced
dictatorship, while his kingdom obtained the
name Yugoslavia, the royal policy was orien-

ted towards elevating the royal subjects beyond
their ethnic or, as it was said at that time, “tri-
bal” differences, and integrating them into a
new nation, like other European nations crea-
ted by suppressing ethnicities. During the 1930s,
the ceremonies marking St Vitus Day served to
show that the memory of Kosovo was still living
in all parts of the Kingdom and make it known
that the state administration, army, educational
system and all social organisations throughout
the country were imbued with the spirit of Ko-
sovo and were loyal to the “Kosovo covenant”. As
it was written by Dimitrije Mitinovi¢, the then
apologist of the King’s policy of integral Yugo-
slavism, for Politika on St Vitus Day in 1930 —
the day when Alexander proclaimed dictatorship
and changed the official name of the state to the
Kingdom of Yugoslavia was the “moment of the
manly and free will of the Ruler who has inhe-
rited the Kosovo covenant and has handed it on
to the great future of Yugoslavia”.

Giving the Yugoslav character to the Kosovo
myth was not a novelty. As early as the first de-
cades of the 19th century, the representatives

of the Illyrian movement found the confirma-
tion of the cultural similarity of the South Sla-
vic peoples on which their political unification
could also be based — in folk poems about Ko-
sovo, which were widespread not only among
the Serbs, but also among other South Slavic
peoples. The Slovene Stanko Vraz, who wrote in
Croatian, found the descendants of the Kosovo
heroes in Croatia, who continued to fight aga-
inst the Turks there, while Grga Marti¢, a Fran-
ciscan monk from Bosnia, collected and, star-
ting in 1844, published the poems of the “Slavic
people”, including several ones about the Battle
of Kosovo. After the Austro-Hungarian occupa-
tion of Bosnia and Herzegovina in 1878, Mar-
ti¢ will distance himself from the Illyrian ideas
and in the collection of his poems published in
1886, in cooperation with the Croatian linguist
Armin Pavi¢, which was offered as an integral
Kosovo epic, he tried even more to include Cro-
atian knights in the Battle of Kosovo — as part of
a Hungarian detachment — forgetting their “Sla-
vism”. After the Congress of Berlin, the ideologist
of the Bosniak national movement, Safvet-beg
Basagic, tried to link the Bosniaks with the glo-
rious Battle of Kosovo, by describing the vic-
tory over the Turks, which was won in Kosovo
in 1831 by Captain Husein Gradascevi¢, who
rebelled against the Sultan, as a revenge for the
defeat inflicted by the Turks on their Bosniak
Slavic brothers at that place.

Like Marti¢ and Pavi¢ at that time, BasSagi¢ also
did not care so much about South Slavic unity;
rather, he tried to contribute to the recognition
of the autochthonous Bosnian nation. However,
their attempts to make the members of their pe-
oples the Kosovo heroes or Kosovo avengers te-
stify that, in the last decades of the 19th century,
this myth also enjoyed great prestige outside
Serbia and Montenegro, and that it remained as
a tool for the affirmation of the renewed projects
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of building South Slavic cultural and politi-

cal togetherness in the late 19th and early 20th
centuries. This is also testified by the comme-
moration of the 500th anniversary of the Battle
of Kosovo at the Yugoslav Academy of Sciences
in Arts in Zagreb in 1889, which turned into the
manifestation of the common cultural and hi-
storical heritage of the Serbs and Croats, as the
constituent parts of the same people, which was
especially pointed out in the lectures delivered
by Franjo Racki (“Boj na Kosovu. Uzroci i posle-
dice /The Battle of Kosovo. Causes and Effects/)
and Toma Mareti¢ (“Kosovski junaci i dogadjaji u
narodnoj epici” /The Kosovo Heroes and Events
in Folk Epics/).

The celebration of Kosovo as the common heri-
tage that can provide a basis for the unification
of the Serbs, Croats and other South Slavic peo-
ples was intensified in the first and early second
decade of the 20th century, while the formula-
tion and popularisation of the Kosovo myth as
an ideological and symbolic basis of Yugoslav
togetherness was also contributed by numerous
Serbian and Croatian scientists, authors and
artists, including the poet and playwright Ivo
Vojnovi¢, the author of the drama Smrt majke
Jugovica (The Death of the Mother of the Jugo-
vices) (performed for the first time in Belgrade
in 1906 and then in Zagreb in 1907), Hellenist
and author of philosophical and political essays
Milos$ Djuri¢, who published his essay Vidov-
danska etika (St Vitus Day Ethics) in Zagreb in
1914, and, in particular, sculptor Ivan Mestrovic,
whose sculptures of the Kosovo heroes exhibited
in Vienna (1910), Rome (1911), London (1913)
and Venice (1914), as well as at the exhibitions
in Britain (1915), contributed to the internati-
onal affirmation of the project of creating the
Yugoslav state. These sculptures were inten-

ded for the St Vitus Day Temple, a monumen-
tal shrine of the civil religion of Yugoslavism,
which was designed by Mestrovic. Its model
was also on display at his exhibition in Rome.
He explained that the religion that his temple

would celebrate was “Tsar Lazar’s religion”, that
“all Yugoslav martyrs from Kosovo to the pre-
sent day and all Yugoslav people are Tsar Lazar’s
soldiers” and that he “continuously reigns in
the soul of the Yugoslav people” (MeStrovi¢
1919:274). However, despite MeStrovic’s efforts
to convince the Karadjordjevices and Yugoslav
government to build the St Vitus Day Temple,
the project was not realised. Tito and Yugoslav
communists were even less interested than the
Karadjordjevices in this temple when Yugoslavia
was rebuilt after the Second World War. Thus,
there remained only the sculptural fragments of
the St Vitus Day Temple and its model (now on
display in the National Museum in Krusevac).

NEW VERSIONS OF THE
SERBIAN KOSOVO MYTH

The period during which the versions of the
Kosovo myth were used to legitimise the cultu-
ral and political togetherness of the South Sla-
vic peoples ended with the disappearance of

the Kingdom of Yugoslavia. The myth about the
struggle, death and resurrection of the nation
will continue its political career as an exclusively
Serbian national myth. One version of the new
Serbian edition of this myth will first be offered
by the Quisling government of General Milan
Nedi¢ (1941-1944), that is, the supporters of the
German Reich and its leader, who comprised
this government or were close to it, including
Vladimir Vuji¢, Grigorije Bozovi¢, Svetislav Stefa-
novi¢, Velibor Jonié, Miroslav Spalajkovi¢, Dimi-
trije Ljoti¢ and others. They represented themse-
lves as the worthy successors of the Kosovo he-
roes because — unlike the Yugoslav government
that fled to London — they remained in the co-
untry, which was also done by Lazar and other
Serbian knights in the face of the Ottoman in-
vasion. “Neither Tsar Lazar nor his nobles fled
from Kosovo and took gold with them to fa-
raway countries’, said Nedi¢ in a speech in 1942.
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Svetislav Stefanovic glorified the German Reich
as the builder and defender of Europe, and then
derived the conclusion about the closeness of
Nedi¢’s Quisling government with the Kosovo
heroes because they both were allegedly fighting
on Europe’s side, while in 1941 the Serbian pe-
ople was pushed into the war against Europe
when the Yugoslav government “treacherously
violated the Tripartite Pact” and betrayed the
“eternal knightly code of honour” (“Zapis leto-
pisca na Vidovdan 1941” /Chronicler’s Note on
St Vitus Day in 1941/, Novo vreme, 3 July 1941).
The return to the authentic Kosovo myth will

be the path that will enable the Serbian people
to gain a reputation as the forerunner of con-
ceptual restoration in new Europe, led by the
German Reich because, as it was explained by
Spalajkovi¢, “the ideas incorporated into our Ko-
sovo myth so many centuries ago are only now
winning in Europe” (Miroslav Spalajkovi¢, “Srp-
ski narodni mit i Evropa” /The Serbian National
Myth and Europe/, Srpski narod, Easter, 1943).

Among the enemies who, in the opinion of Qu-
islings rallied around Nedi¢, pose a threat to
restored Europe and the restored Serbian na-
tion within it, are primarily the communists, the
destroyers of civilisation, who are coming from
the East just like those who were met by Lazar
at Kosovo. Just like at the time of the Battle of
Kosovo, the Serbs will need the courage of the
Kosovo heroes and resoluteness to resist the
communist menace. If Lazar could resurrect

by some miracle, he would also set out fiercely
against the communists. In a newspaper article
published on St Vitus Day in 1943 it was written:
“The honest Prince, as a Serb, a hero and a
martyr, would by no means be afraid of this
communist evil or stop and despond” (Mihailo
ToSovi¢, “Vidovdan” /St Vitus Day/, Novo vreme,
28 June 1943).

However, when the communists came to power
in Yugoslavia after the Second World War, they
found a way to live in peace with Lazar and

other Kosovo heroes, paying a due respect to

the memory of their deed and sacrifice. Truly,
there was no place for them in the new common
Yugoslav political imaginarium; rather, there
was only a place for the fresh memory of the
Partisan struggle against the occupiers and its
heroes, including specifically the struggle of the
greatest hero among them — Marshal Tito. Yugo-
slav communists created their own myths, with
new mythical heroes and new sites of suffering
and victories during the national liberation war.
The memory of the Battle of Kosovo was cheris-
hed at a lower level, as a local Serbian contribu-
tion to the preservation of the spirit of bravery
and resistance, the values that will be fully deve-
loped only in the communist revolution. Thus,
the efforts to give the Kosovo myth the Yugoslav
character, which formed part of King Alexander’s
court policy, was rejected as bourgeois, imperia-
listic, hegemonistic and un-national.

In 1953, the Serbian communist government
erected a large monument to Kosovo heroes

at Gazimestan in appreciation of the fighting
tradition of the Serbian people, which was un-
derstood as the announcement of a victorious
communist revolution. By commissioning pain-
ter Petar Lubarda to create a large wall painting
depicting the Battle of Kosovo for the ceremo-
nial hall in the new building of the Executive
Council of Serbia in 1953, they somehow conti-
nued Lazar’s struggle and considered the Prince
their ancestor. The design of the above mentio-
ned monument provoked a debate between tra-
ditionalists, including the designers of the mo-
nument, writer Milorad Pani¢ Surep and archi-
tect Aleksandar Deroko, and modernists, whose
unofficial spokesman was writer Zivorad Stojko-
vi¢. The monument designed in the form of a
tower, with the interior decorated with the ins-
cribed fragments of folk poems about the Battle
of Kosovo, was created — as it was explained

by Surep in the article in which he announced
the completion of the monument — in order to
emphasize the “Kosovo spirit and atmosphere”
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and preserve the memory of an “entire people
who knew to make the fateful decision at the
fateful moment” (“Kosovski spomenik” /Kosovo
Monument/, Politika, 28 June 1953). Commen-
ting on Surep’s article, Stojkovi¢ criticised him
and Deroko because their monument would be
like a “stone bunker” or “senseless tower”, while
the alleged Kosovo spirit mentioned by Surep
was actually the spirit of a reactionary pseudo-
Nemanji¢ architecture cherished by the King-
dom of Yugoslavia. He reproached the authori-
ties because they failed to entrust the design of
the monument at Gazimestan to those who were
closer to new times and “our understanding of
the Kosovo myth”, and called for the suspension
of its building (NIN, 12 July 1953).

The Party did not directly interfere for a long
time (until the early 1970s) in this and other
polemics about the role of the memory of Ko-
sovo in post-war Serbia, such as the polemics
between Marko Risti¢ and Zoran MisSi¢ concer-
ning the meaning of the “Kosovo orientation”
(Misi¢ 1961), since they both were on its side
and argued only over who was more successful
in associating the Kosovo myth with the achie-
vements of the communist revolution. Howe-
ver, this changed when the Serbian communists
were called upon by the Yugoslav top leadership
to deal with the revival of nationalism and its
emblematic Kosovo myth and, as it was said at
that time, to “differentiate” themselves in rela-
tion to nationalists, especially those involved in
cultural activities. At the beginning, the commu-
nists carried out the requested differentiation
“using the force of argument and not the argu-
ment of force”, as they liked to emphasize. Thus,
for example, Gojko Mileti¢, a communist official,
stood up against the opinion of art historian
Lazar Trifunovi¢ that the national development
of the Serbian people was neglected and that
the Kosovo myth became a forbidden topic, and
tried to refute this opinion in an article, publis-
hed in the same journal in which Trifunovic’s
controversial text had appeared (L. Trifunovi¢,

“Likovni izraz kosovskog opredeljenja” /The
Artistic Expression of the Kosovo Orientation/
Knjizevne novine, 27 November 1971; G. Mi-
leti¢, “Mit o mitu” /The Myth About a Myth/,
Knjizevne novine, 13 December 1971). Howe-
ver, when the Serbian “liberals” (M. Nikezi¢, L.
Perovi¢, M. Tepavac) were removed from power
in October 1972, the dispute between communi-
sts and Serbian nationalists — and other oppo-
nents and critics of the regime — turned into a
showdown with the enemies of the regime. So,
for example, the Krusevac municipal officials
were removed from office because they turned
the celebration “Six Centuries of KruSevac” into
a nationalist manifestation. For example, they
changed the names of the wines of the Zupski
Rubin Winery to the names of the Kosovo he-
roes — “Knez Lazar” and “Princess Milica”, while
the mineral water of the same producer was na-
med “Nine Jugovices”.

The Serbian nationalists (“Carsija”, as they

were called by the authorities) responded by
boycotting the Party’s policy, especially in cul-
ture, whose victims were also those intellectuals
who stood up against the revival of nationalism
in their own name and not under the Party’s
directive, such as author Danilo Kis and lite-
rary historian Miodrag Popovic. Kis's collection
of stories Grobnica za Borisa Davidovica (The
Tomb for Boris Davidovich) and Popovic¢'s book
Vidovdan i casni krst (St Vitus Day and the Ho-
nourable Cross), both published in 1976, were
the reason that the Serbian nationalist “Carsija”
put them in a pillory. When Popovic was given
the City of Belgrade October Award for his Vi-
dovdan, this was the proof for the “¢arsija” that
he was the “outcast of the nation”, his acquain-
tances were turning their heads away from him
in the street, while at the sessions of the Council
of the Faculty of Philosophy, where Popovic¢ was
a professor, none of his colleagues wanted to sit
next to him (Miodrag Popovi¢, “Izmedu ¢ekica i
nakovanja, partije i Carsije” /Between a Rock and
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a Hard Place, the Party and the 'Carsija’/, Danas,
27-28 February 1999).

NEW KOSOVO MARTYRS
AND AVENGERS

After Tito’s death (1980), the influence of the na-
tionalist elite in Serbia’s social and political life
was increasing, so that from the mid-1980s, the
ruling communists were gradually taking over
its ideas, especially those related to the pro-
blems emerging in Kosovo where the revolted
Albanians demanded greater political rights or,
more precisely, the transformation of the auto-
nomous province of Kosovo and Metohija into

a new Yugoslav republic. When Slobodan Milo-
Sevi¢, the head of Serbian communists (Presi-
dent of the Central Committee of the League of
Communists of Serbia) since 1986, began pre-
senting himself as a politician who protects the
rights of the Serbs in Kosovo as well as in Bosnia
and Croatia, he explained his stance by their
allegedly alarming position the attention to
which was drawn by Serbian nationalists rallied
around the Serbian Writers’ Association, the Ser-
bian Academy of Sciences and Arts and the Ser-
bian Orthodox Church. When he used the 600th
anniversary of the Battle of Kosovo as an oppor-
tunity to present himself at the huge gathering
at Gazimestan on 28 June 1989 as the leader
calling for a struggle for the revival of Serbia in
the spirit of the Kosovo covenant, and said that
Kosovo was the “heart of Serbia”, the nationali-
sts greeted him as a new Serbian hero and the
saviour. “The transformation of Serbs”, wrote
historian Radovan Samardzi¢, the then mem-
ber of the Serbian Academy of Sciences and Arts,
“began again in the sign of Kosovo” (Samardzi¢
1990: 40).

MiloSevi¢’s Gazimestan speech was interpre-
ted as the promise of a victorious resolution
to the crisis which was allegedly threatening

the survival of the Serbs and the Serbian state,
and was described as being dramatic and apo-
calyptical by Serbian writers, artists, popular
folk singers, journalists, church officials, histo-
rians and other scholars that year and previous
ones. From among the alarming descriptions

of the past and anticipated suffering of Kosovo
Serbs the following two will be remembered: the
collection of political quotes and epigrams by
poet Matija Beckovic, entitled “Kosovo — najsku-
plja srpska re¢” (Kosovo, the Most Expensive Ser-
bian Word) (KnjiZevne novine, June 1989), and
the film Boj na Kosovu (The Battle of Kosovo)
(based on Ljubomir Simovi¢’s script and direc-
ted by Zdravko Sotra). They all contributed that
the general public in Serbia formed the opinion
that the “Kosovo knot” and other knots fette-
ring the Serbs should be cut instead of trying in
vain to unravel them. It was believed that there
was both the will and resources to do this and
that the Serbs, as claimed by MiloSevi¢ at Gazi-
mestan, had something to stand up with before
Milos: “It is not difficult for us to answer today
the old question: how we are going to face Mi-
los” (MiloSevic: 17).

When in 1992 one part of the nationalist elite
turned against MiloSevi¢ being dissatisfied

with what he had achieved in the meantime,
the Democratic Movement of Serbia (DEPOS)
was formed. It was a coalition of political par-
ties, the biggest one being the Serbian Renewal
Movement. One of the important aims of this
coalition was to present itself as the authentic
adherent to the “Kosovo covenant” and expose
the commitment of the MiloSevic¢ regime to it
as false and illegitimate. Therefore, the DEPOS
decided to present itself to the public at a big
rally organised on 28 June 1992 in Belgrade,
which was called the St Vitus Day Assembly of
Democratic Serbia. Although the DEPOS succee-
ded in winning over the then important public
figures in Serbia (speeches were delivered by
Patriarch Paul, Alexander Karadjordjevi¢, Matija
Beckovid) to its programme, MiloSevi¢'s position
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as the beloved leader and descendant of the
Kosovo heroes was not more seriously endange-
red because he controlled the major mainstream
media, army and police, including paramilitary
units engaged in armed conflicts in Croatia and
Bosnia. The fighters loyal to him also respected
St Vitus Day, so that the founder and comman-
der of the Serbian Volunteer Guard, Zeljko Raz-
natovic¢ Arkan, called his men the new Obilices
(Politika, 9. October 1994).

During the Bosnian war, the Bosnian Serb lea-
ders were more successful in competing with Mi-
loSevi¢ as the embodiment of the leader worthy
of the Kosovo covenant. Those were, above all,
their political leader Radovan Karadzic¢ and their
military leader Ratko Mladi¢, who presented the
war against the Bosnian Muslims (Bosniaks) as
the continuation of the Battle of Kosovo, that is,
the continuation of the 1804 Revolt against the
Dahis, imbued with the Kosovo spirit, which was
aimed at expelling the Turks (as they called the
Bosniaks) from the Serbian land. Until August
1994, they were supported by MiloSevi¢, while
the Serbian Orthodox Church supported them
until the end of the war. The Serbian state in
Bosnia was designed as the “empire of the Ko-
sovo spirit” (Dejzings: 267), while that “Kosovo
spirit” was understood as the inspiration to be
braver and seek revenge and not as the spirit of
sacrifice and commitment to the heavenly king-
dom. When Mladi¢’s army entered Srebrenica on
11 July 1995, he boasted that “finally, after the
Revolt against the Dahis, the time has come to
take revenge on the Turks in this region”. Bea-
ring in mind these Mladi¢’s words, it is not sur-
prising that in their songs devoted to the entry
of Mladi¢’s army into Srebrenica, gusle players
presented Mladi¢ as the new Kosovo avenger
and the massacre committed against the Bo-
sniaks captured in Srebrenica and its surroun-
dings by his army — which was qualified by the
International Criminal Tribunal in The Hague

as a crime of genocide — as a heroic victory. As it
is said in one of these poems, Prince Lazar also

congratulates him on this victory: “Lazar kisses
him on his face and says: hail, Serbian son, if
you were at Kosovo, the Serbs would not perish”.

At the time when Mladi¢ and his army were ta-
king revenge on the Turks for the defeat at Ko-
sovo by committing the massacre at Srebrenica,
Milosevic¢ was oriented towards peace, trying to
present himself as the “guarantor of peace in
the Balkans” to the international community,
which already decided to stop the war in Bo-
snia by intervening with military force. At the
Dayton Peace Conference in November 1995, he
succeeded in being accepted as the representa-
tive of the Bosnian Serbs’ interests instead of
one of their leaders. However, two years later,
when the conflicts between the Serbs and Alba-
nians in Kosovo were intensified, MiloSevi¢ put
on the costume of a Kosovo hero and avenger
once again and, with such an image, stayed in
Kosovo where on the eve of St Vitus Day, now
in PriStina, delivered a “magnificent speech” —
according to media reports — saying that “under
no pressure will we give up an inch of Kosovo
and Metohija” (Politika, 27 June 1997). When
the conflicts in Kosovo evolved into a real war,
and until the NATO forces bombed the positi-
ons of the Serbian army in Kosovo and targets
in Serbia (from 24 March to 10 June 1999), on
radio and television one could hear new and
old songs about St Vitus Day, while the film The
Battle of Kosovo was shown several times with
the clear intent to present the war against the
West into which Milosevi¢ pushed Serbia and
its military force as another continuation of the
Battle of Kosovo, that is, another glorious mili-
tary defeat and another even more glorious mo-
ral victory.
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CRISIS, EVICTION AND
RESTORATION

After the fall of MiloSevi¢’s regime on 5 October
2000, and his arrest and subsequent deporta-
tion to the International Criminal Tribunal in
The Hague on 28 June 2001, it turned out that
the two opposition leaders who assumed the
highest positions in the new government — Voji-
slav KosStunica, President of the Federal Republic
of Yugoslavia, and Zoran Djindji¢, Prime Mini-
ster of the Republic of Serbia — had the opposite
views about the change and the country’s fu-
ture. Djindji¢ was convinced that after the de-
mise of MiloSevic’s regime it would be necessary
to demolish the ideological foundations of his
power, including the Kosovo myth, that is, the
myth about so-called “heavenly Serbia”. “This
myth”, said Djindji¢, “brought about twelve ye-
ars of wars, catastrophes and degradation of our
land” and added that the Serbian government
headed by him “committed itself to implemen-
ting the ideals of earthly Serbia”. At that time,
Kostunica did not express his opinion about the
Kosovo myth, but only stated that MiloSevi¢'s
deportation to The Hague was an act of “lawle-
ssness and humiliation”, with which the leader
of the Serbian Radical Party, Vojislav Seselj, also
agreed, stressing that the decision to arrest Mi-
loSevi¢ and deport him to The Hague on St Vitus
Day was a deliberate disregard of the greatest
Serbian holiday. When Djindji¢ was killed on

12 March 2003, there were some opinions that
his assassination was the revenge of MiloSevi¢’s
supporters, while Bishop Atanasije voiced his
opinion, ten years after Djindji¢’s death, that he
was killed because he renounced heavenly Ser-
bia and warned Ivica Daci¢ — who was the Ser-
bian Prime Minister at that time and was saying
that his government had to work for earthly, not
heavenly Serbia — that the same thing could also
happen to him: “The Prime Minister speaks of
realpolitik and is not interested in heavenly Ser-
bia. Zoran Djindji¢ was also saying that and we
all know how he fared.” (Blic, 11 May 2013).

Vojislav Kostunica had an opportunity to show
how much Djindji¢’s idea that, after freeing itself
from MiloSevi¢, Serbia should also free itself
from the burden of the nationalist Kosovo myth,
was alien to him when the parliament in Pri-
Stina proclaimed the independence of the Repu-
blic of Kosovo (27 February 2008). As the head
of the Serbian government, he organised a big
protest in Belgrade and, as the main speaker,
apart from Tomislav Nikoli¢ and Emir Kusturica,
addressed the crowd with a series of incendiary
rhetorical questions: “Dear citizens of Serbia,
what is Kosovo? Where is Kosovo? Who does Ko-
sovo belong to? Is there anyone here who is not
from Kosovo? Is anyone here who thinks that it
is not his?” However, this protest turned into an
uncontrolled outburst of violence in the streets
of Belgrade, involving the plundering of shops
and burning of the US Embassy, which was one
reason why KoStunica and his political party lost
the parliamentary majority in the elections held
several months after this infamous rally (11 May
2008).

Learning from KoStunica’s fiasco when trying to
ride the wave of the militant Kosovo myth like
MiloSevi¢ before him, and the ill fate of Zo-

ran Djindji¢, who thought that he could openly
stand up against the policy based on this myth,
the new Serbian leaders tried to show that their
commitment to “European Serbia” — as the co-
alition that won the 2008 elections was called

— was not out of step with the “Kosovo orien-
tation”. In his statement on the occasion of the
anniversary of the Battle of Kosovo in 2009, the
new Serbian President, Boris Tadi¢, said: “No-
body can take St Vitus Day from Serbia and from
Serbs. But Serbia should never again celebrate
like it did in 1989, after which, due to its erro-
neous policy, it was followed by blockages, sanc-
tions, wars, death, robbery of citizens and their
poverty and, on top of it all, we were bombed
and the same Kosovo which they spoke about
so much became a protectorate” (Vecernje novo-
sti, 28 June 2009). Vuk Jeremi¢, the new Serbian
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Foreign Minister, also addressed the public,
saying that St Vitus Day is a “symbol of defence
of Serbian national identity”. He also added that
this identity should now be defended by re-
lying on law and diplomacy and that one’s com-
mitment to the Kosovo covenant could also be
shown in that way because, as he emphasized,
“just as we were determined then, we are equ-
ally determined today and we shall remain so
forever” (Politika, 29 June 2009).

In fact, after the lost war in Kosovo, the value of
the Kosovo myth on the political market in Ser-
bia declined considerably, while the politicians
who continued exploiting it tried to adjust to the
new, post-war circumstances. For example, after
the war, it became very difficult and risky to or-
ganise the celebration of St Vitus Day at Gazime-
stan and other sites in Kosovo, which was used
during previous years by the ruling political
elite in Serbia as the most important confirma-
tion of its commitment to the Kosovo covenant.
During the last years, the Serbian politicians
wishing to celebrate St Vitus Day at Gazimestan
had to obtain permission from the Kosovo aut-
horities, refrain from making provocative state-
ments at the celebration and risk being booed
and insulted by those Serbs who consider them
traitors. This happened to Tomislav Nikoli¢ at
Gazimestan on 28 June 2014, who responded:
“If they had whistled at Lazar when he called on
them to go into battle, you wouldn't have had
where to come today’, getting over the fact that
he was booed just because he did not repeat
Lazar’s call to arms. Instead, he promised un-
compromising negotiations: “Serbia has decided
— it will negotiate with everyone until the end!”
(Vecernje novosti, 28 June 2014).

After 1999, the swearing of Serbian leaders to
Lazar and the invoking of the Obilices on St Vi-
tus Day could be much more successfully per-
formed outside Kosovo. Therefore, over the past
years, the central church and state celebration of
this holiday has been taking place in KruSevac,

while on 28 June 2014 St Vitus Day was mar-
ked in Visegrad or, more precisely, the “An-
dri¢grad” memorial complex — which was built
in this town on the bank of the Drina by Emir
Kusturica in cooperation with the Serbian Go-
vernment and the Government of the Republic
of Srpska — showing that at this site in Bosnia,
under the flag of the Kosovo covenant, it was
possible to gather the representatives of the Ser-
bian political, church, military and cultural eli-
tes and demonstrate that the battle for all-Serb
interests, imbued with the Kosovo myth, did not
stop even after the wars of the 1990s, although
in recent times the leaders of this struggle could
hope to achieve greater success in Eastern Bo-
snia than in Kosovo.

Nevertheless, the prospects that the memory of
the Battle of Kosovo is also preserved at the sites
where it took place should not be underestima-
ted because local Albanians are also interested
in it today. As it was pointed out by Anna di
Lellio in her book The Battle of Kosovo 1389: An
Albanian Epic, in an attempt to bring their new
state closer to Europe and the European Union,
the Kosovo Albanians — that is, their “memory
entrepreneurs’, as the creators of a new image of
the Albanian national past are called by the aut-
hor of this book — give new significance and new
publicity to folk poems and other documents
about the alleged participation of Albanian
fighters in the Battle of Kosovo (Di Lelio: 57). In
the meantime, some of these documents also
found their way into Albanian history textbooks,
so that for those following this process of revi-
ving the Albanian version of the Kosovo myth, it
was not surprising that Ramush Haradinaj, one
of the leaders of the Kosovo Liberation Army,
proposed the erection of the monument to Alba-
nian heroes killed at Gazimestan in 1389 (Blic,
28 June 2016).
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CRITICISM

The Kosovo myth, as a ceremonial and indispu-
table narrative of the battle, death and resurrec-
tion of a nation, has been and still is the object
of criticism and polemics concerning particu-
larly its authenticity. The problem was first ra-
ised in the form of the question of how much
the myth coincides with the historical truth to
which critical historiography can now convin-
cingly respond that there is very little historical
accuracy in it. A greater challenge for historians
and other interpreters of the Kosovo myth is
posed by the question which version of the Ko-
sovo myth contains an authentic moral and po-
litical message about the Battle of Kosovo if not
its authentic account. It is proceeded from the
assumption that such a message does not exist,
that it is found in cult writings about Prince
Lazar and folk poems about him and other le-
gendary figures, but it is very difficult to find it
because it has been said either indirectly, prac-
tically in a coded language, or because it is hid-
den under non-authentic messages emerging
due to the fact that the Kosovo myth is grossly
misused. Some researchers — who defend its
allegedly authentic message — argue that the Ko-
sovo myth is most often misused when its spiri-
tual meaning is betrayed, that is, when it is used
— opposite to Lazar’s message/the message that
the heavenly kingdom is more important than
the earthly one — for legitimising the struggle
for conquering an earthly kingdom or, in other
words, for achieving political and military aims.
Thus, in 1928, the Croatian philosopher and di-
plomat Ante Tresi¢ Pavici¢ stood up against the
political misuse of the Kosovo myth in the King-
dom of Serbs, Croats and Slovenes: “The choice
of the earthly empire is proclaimed to us as the
greatest wisdom, while the heavenly one is left
to the poor-spirited!” (Tresi¢ Pavicic: 131). In the
1990s, a similar criticism for the forsaking of the

spiritual values of the Kosovo myth was levelled
by Milica Baki¢ — Hayden at the Serbs who do
not realise that by aspiring to preserve earthly
Kosovo they sacrifice their spiritual salvation
(Baki¢-Hayden: 127).

Unlike the critics of the Kosovo myth, who
oppose the betrayal of the allegedly authentic
interpretation, there are those who hold that
there is actually no such interpretation and that
it only exists as some form of symbolic language
consisting of the well-known personages and
episodes from the folk poems about the Battle of
Kosovo, the language that allows one to express
different and even diametrically opposite thou-
ghts and feelings. Sociologist Ivana Spasi¢ (Spa-
si¢: 96) holds that the Kosovo narrative is the
“common language for dissent”; it is an “inter-
nally dialogic” narrative, adds anthropologist
Marko Zivkovi¢ (Zivkovié¢: 250). This criticism of
the Kosovo narrative, which opposes its essenti-
alisation and points to the practice of using the
personages and symbols from the Kosovo po-
ems in everyday communication and discussion,
does not explain how the versions of the Kosovo
narrative, which do not permit discussion and
dialogue are formed; rather, they are offered
and respected as unquestionable truths or, in
other words, they function as a political myth.
Just like during the last two centuries in Serbia,
the freedom of discussion about Kosovo is still
limited and allowed in the sphere of private life,
but not in public space where moving, especially
towards the positions of power, is regulated and
guided by signalisation in the sign of the Kosovo
myth. As stated by one of the Serbian politici-
ans appearing most often lately in the media,
Marko Djuri¢, Director of the Office for Kosovo
and Metohija, at the St Vitus Day celebration in
North Mitrovica, “the St Vitus Day oath must be
the oath of the whole Serbian people” (Kurir, 28
June 2016).
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