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Il. The territory inhabited by the Albanians and the 

Mediaeval National Name of Arberia 

The formation of the Albanian people and its economic, social, political, and 

cultural development was a result of sustained relations among the different regions 

of the entire Albanian-inhabited area. Linguistic and archacological studies show 

that this area was extremely large in the early Middle Ages. Professor Eqrem Cabe} 

long ago emphasized that “The Albanians have not expanded into their present-day 

area. but have been reduced to it, as a result of its incessant erosion throughout Albanian 

history”. Cabej also indicated that in ancient times the coastal area from Ragusa to 

Arta’, was part of the Albanians’s homeland, while the eastern Albanian regions 

included such cities as Nis, Shkup, and Ohér*. It should be added that this area was 

inhabited by the Albanians throughout the Middle Ages. 

Mediaeval documentary sources prove that the Albanian territories extended 

to the northwest as far as the Gulf of Kotor, while there was even a compact mass of 

Albanians near Ragusa‘. According to these sources, Dioclea (or Zeta) constituted a 

geopolitical entity and a part of Arberia’. Meanwhile, there were areas beyond Nis in 

the northeast that were mainly inhabited by Albanians®. Historical sources indicate 

that in the east Macedonia was considered part of Arberia, and these two names turn 

out to be synonymous’. Local traditions show that the concept of Macedonia did not 

exist. and that central Arberia was bordered on the east by Thrace*. The situation 1s 

similar in the case of Epirus. According to mediaeval historical sources, Epirus was a 

part of Arberia and synonymous with it?, while the name Epirus was not used even in 

local traditions'®, Documents even define Kosturi and Konica as part of Arberia"’. 

Thus. southern Arberia (Epirus) extended from the Ionian Sea to the Pindus mountains. 

Friar Mauro’s map of 1459 also testifies to the vast extent of Arberia as an ethnic and 

geographical entity during the Middle Ages. In this map, “Albania” stretches from 

the Bay of Corinth in the south to the Gulf of Kotor in the north, and in the east 

includes what is now central Macedonia’? 

Beyond this territory, compact masses of Albanians also lived in other regions 

of the Balkans. Ottoman land registers of the 15th century record 155 of the 198 

villages in northern and central Peloponnesus as Albanian'’, while a majonty Albanian 

population lived alongside other peoples on the coast of Thessaly'*. It was the Albanians 

who during the Middle Ages controlled the Via Egnatia from Durres to Salonika, as 

is evident from as early as the 10th century by the appointment of David Arjanit as 

defender of Salonika’’. In 1185, a unit of soldiers from Kunavia in Arberia defended 

Salonika from the Normans'* 
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the Balkans, inhabiting for centuries a vast, mountainous area alongside other peoples 
of the Byzantine Empire. This markedly affected their economic, cultural, political, 
and administrative life and led to the appearance of the mediaeval national name of 
Arber and Arberi in historical sources. 

Under the circumstances of the Byzantine Empire, ethnic names could not 

be used in order to distinguish military and administrative areas and their inhabitants, 

or for the Albanians who were distributed among several of these areas. Usually. the 

administrative names of well-known cities and provinces were used, and scholarly 
works often use the names of Epirus, Macedonia, etc. Initially, the national name 

appears in those mediaeval documents whose authors did not know the above names. 
It is therefore not accidental that, with the decay of the Byzantine Empire, the mediaeval 
national name of Arberia'’ and the Arbers'* emerge almost simultaneously in the 

north (for Pult in 1198). with the inclusion of some northern Albanian territories in 

the state of Stefan Nemanja, and in the south (for the population of the Ionian coast 

opposite Corfu), with the inclusion of southern territories in the state of Mihal Komneni. 
The simultancous emergence of this name over a huge geographical area at the same 

time shows that it was a very ancient, centuries-old national name for the local 

population”. 
The carlier use of this name by the 11th century Byzantine authors Ataliati 

and Komnena for a restricted arca of the Albanian lands” traversed by the busiest 

roads linking the Byzantine capital with Durres, the empire’s most important coastal 

city in ihe west, was connected with local political events that had attracted the capiial’s 

attention. The real spread of the Albanians’ mediaeval national name can therefore 
not be judged from their data. Historical sources also prove this. Other sources besides 

the documents of 1198 and 1210?! show that this name covered a large geographical 

area over a long period of time. As early as the 11th century, some version of the Song 

of Roland mention Kanina as a part of Arberia”’. The name of Arberia was well 

known in mediaeval France, and was used in the romance Florimont, writen by Aimon 

de’ Varennes in 11887. K.Porphyrogenitus, a 10th-century Byzantine author, shows 

that our country’s mediaeval national name was known in his days”*. 

2. Regional Ties and the Road Network in 

Mediaeval Albania 

During the Middle Ages, the inhabitants of the various regions maintained 

economic and cultural ties with each other. In some ways, these ties were of vital 

importance for them, and were therefore intensive and long-lasting, influencing the 

country’s political life. They mainly resulted from the regions’ special economic roles 

in meeting each other’s demands for cereals, salt, meat, metals, etc. The owerhelming 

majority of the Albanian population lived in the fertile plains of the east, which were 

the area’s granary”. Various data from the Ottoman land register for the sancak of 

Shkoder in 1485 illustrate this. According to this register, the kaza of Peje, which 

extended as far as Prizren, accounted for 63.99 percent of the sancak’s population, 

based on the number of families. The kaza of Shkoder accounted for 15.6 percent, 

and the mountainous areas between the two kazas (Petershpani) accounted f
or 2.15



percent’®. The prices of cereals and wine were higher in the kaza of Shkoder than in: 
that of Peje*’: wheat was 33 percent more expensive, rye 25 percent, barley 56 percent, 
and wine 20 percent. This price difference shows that the cereals produced in the 
plains of the east and the minerals extracted there were carried west-ward by trade 
routes, to be exported to the many cities of the Adriatic coast and to other countries”®. 
Meanwhile, salt, a necessary trading commodity for the inhabitants of every region, 
was produced on the Albanian coast”. With their ties with other countries of the 
Adriatic coast and the Mediterranen and their favorable position as mediators for 
trade with the eastern regions, the western Albanian territories played a primary role 
in cultural development and the spread of religious institutions to the country’s interior. 
Anexample of this was the spread of Catholicism to the Plain of Dukagjin and Kosova, 
which shows these areas’ close ties with the western regions. 

These western regions influenced the development of not only the Albanian 
people but also of other peoples, such as the Serbs. who were without access to the 
sea. Attempts to gain access to the Albanian coast were prominent in the politics of 
the mediaeval Serbian state. The Serbs’ urbanization, and consequently their 
development, began as they drew nearer the coast and established their administrative 
and religious centers in Shkoder, Prizren, and Decan. 

A general survey of geographical territory and economic and political life 
shows that the Albanians’ inter-regional ties developed on an east-west axis, following 
the road network*®. There were four main east-west caravan routes in the north: the 
first led from Ragusa to Nis via Cernice, Novi Pazar, and Zvecan (Mitrovice): the 
second from the coastal cities of Kotor, Budva, and Tivar to Kosova via Breskovo 
(Plave) and Peje; the third from the coast to Kosova via Shkoder and the Plain of 
Dukagjin: and the fourth from Lezhe and Shufade to Kosova via Fan and Prizren. 
Forks then led from Kosova to Shkup and Nis. Two arteries also passed through the 
central regions, one ran from the coast to Shkup via Shkalle e Tujanit, Bulqize, Diber, 
and Tetove, and the second was the Via Egnatia from Durres to Ohri, Salonika, and 
Constantinople. This last was the most important of all as the only road carrying 
wheeled traffic to the center of the empire. The Via Egnatia had many branches linking 
it to Albania’s north-south roads. Several east-west roads traversed the southern 
territories: One led from the coast to Berat, the Plain of Korce, and Kostur, with a 
branch from Berat to Permet and Janina; a second led from Vlore up the Vjose to 
Janina; a third from Butrint to Gjirokaster and Janina; and a fourth from Arta to 
Janina. 

The Albanian-inhabited territories were also traversed by north-south roads. 
One passed through the coastal regions, which were also linked by sea. However, the 
best and most important north-south overland route passed through the eastern regions, 
linking such important centers as Nis, Shkup, Arta, etc. The fork from Shkup down 
the Vardar to Salonika was an important part of this route. The central and northern 
regions were also linked by northsouth roads along the valleys of the rivers Drin and 
Mat, across the Plain of Dukagjin, and through Kosova and Zeta. 

The main road arteries connected all the regions, and every village and 
settlement was attached to a network of local roads. 

An awareness of the road system and the density of its traffic makes it possible’ 49 



to shed light not only on problems of ethnography, dialects, and sub-dialects, but also 
on the country’s political life. ; 
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