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A Note on Names


Both personal and place names in Dubrovnik and elsewhere in Southeast Europe are subject to many variants reflecting political change and cultural mixture. The great families of Dubrovnik had both Italian and Croatian variants of their names. Scholars have chosen one or the other form or even the Latin version that most often appears in official documents. All these options are equally valid, and none is absolutely so. I have used the Slavic form throughout, simply because that is the one most commonly found in the historiography.1 No other significance is implied. The most important Italian/Slavic alternatives are as follows:2


Basilio – Basiljević


Bobali – Bobaljević


Bona – Bunić


Bonda, Bionda – Bundić


Bucchia – Buća


Caboga – Kaboga, Kabužić


Cerva – Crijević


Ghetaldi – Getaldić


Giorgi – Đorđić, Đurđević


Gondola – Gundulić


Gozze – Gučetić


Gradi – Gradić


Luccari – Lukarević


Menze – Menčetić


Palmotta – Palmotić


Pozza – Pucić


Ragnina – Ranjina


Resti – Rastić, Restić


Sorgo – Sorkočević


Stay – Stojković


Zamagna – Zamanja, Zamanjić


For Christian names I have tried to use the appropriate Dubrovnik variant, e.g. Frano (Francis) rather than Frane (as in Split) or Franjo (as in the North).


Place names are generally given in their modern form – thus, for example, Durrës, not Durazzo (Slavic: Drač). I use, however, Constantinople rather than Istanbul, Adrianople rather than Edirne and Salonika rather than Solun, because to do otherwise – however strictly logical – smacks of anachronism. In other cases – as with Duklja, Zeta, Montenegro – the name alters in line with what is known of current usage. Throughout the book I use Ragusa and (more frequently) Dubrovnik alternately and without distinction, since both names are equally applicable to the settlement/town/city/community/state/ Republic which is the object of this study. But there being no elegant English equivalent of Dubrovčani, I describe the inhabitants as ‘Ragusans’ (though naturally only until 1808). Similarly, I use Konavljani for the inhabitants of Konavle, Kotorani for the inhabitants of Kotor and Pelješčani for those who dwelt on the Pelješac peninsula.


Otherwise, my aim has been accuracy without pedantry. Thus I have used English equivalents or spellings of the names of rulers. I have generally, though not without exception, used Slavic equivalents of Turkish terms applying to the Balkans, e.g. harač for the tribute paid to the Sultan.


Finally, where it was necessary to insert a Croatian noun in its plural form in the text I have generally (as in English) added an ‘s’ – thus knezs not knezovi: such a solution seemed preferable on the grounds that this is a book written, in the first instance at least, for English-speaking readers.





A Note on Pronunciation


Croatian and Serbian are spoken very much as they are written, and each letter is pronounced. But English speakers should note the following:


c – is pronounced ts as in ‘its’


č – is pronounced ch as in ‘chatter’


ć – is pronounced similarly, but more like ty as in ‘future’


đ – is pronounced j, but harder (as in ‘D’ye ken John Peel?’)


h – is pronounced ch as in ‘loch’


j – is pronounced y as in ‘yet’


š – is pronounced sh as in ‘shape’


ž – is pronounced s as in ‘pleasure’.





A Note on Citations


Yugoslav historiography developed something of an obsession with numbering of series and sub-series: I have sought to simplify these a little, and so only the main series numbers are given. With a few exceptions – notably Serbian, Yugoslav and Croatian ‘national’ publishers’ major series and some American university publishers – the names of publishers are not generally noted, only places and dates of publication.


The following abbreviations have been used throughout:


Anali – Anali zavoda za povijesne znanosti hrvatske akademije znanosti i umjetnosti u Dubrovniku (and other earlier equivalents).


DAD – Državni arhiv Dubrovnika (i.e. the Dubrovnik State Archives).


Dubrovnik – Dubrovnik, časopis za književnost i znanost (publisher: Matica hrvatska, Dubrovnik).


HAZU – Hrvatska akademija znanosti i umjetnosti.


JAZU – Jugoslavenska akademija znanosti i umjetnosti.


PSHK – Pet stoljeća hrvatske književnosti (publisher: Matica hrvatska, Zagreb).


Rad – Rad JAZU, filologički-historički i filosofički razredi.


SAN – Srpska akademija nauke.


SKA – Srpska kraljevska akademija.


SPH – Stari pisci hrvatski (publisher: JAZU, Zagreb).


Subject to these qualifications, the first mention of any work in a reference contains the full title. If there is reference to only one work by an author, subsequent references are made by means of the op. cit. formula. If there are several such works, a shortened version of the title is given. Cyrillic titles are transliterated into Roman. Translations into English are my own, unless otherwise stated.





Preface


‘I can’t bear Dubrovnik... I find it a unique experiment on the part of the Slav, unique in its nature and unique in its success, and I do not like it. It reminds me of the worst of England.’1


Rebecca West’s prejudice against Dubrovnik – unlike some of her other prejudices – has, thankfully, not rubbed off on her fellow countrymen. Until the 1991–1992 crisis the British, like thousands of other foreign visitors, flocked each year to the city. At the time of writing, with what I later optimistically but confidently term ‘The Last Siege’ a quite distant memory, the visitors are back again. Unfortunately neither they, nor the general reader, nor indeed scholars, as yet have access to a modern, well-sourced and readable account in English of the history of the Ragusan Republic whose cultural traces all but Dame Rebecca regard with fascination. It has been my aim to fill that gap.2


Dubrovnik’s history is, in any case, less well appreciated than it deserves. One partial explanation for this was given in 1766 by Le Maire, a distinctly unsympathetic observer:


The little Republic of Ragusa is rather little known. It has experienced, like other states, the alternatives of good and bad fortune; but since its most brilliant periods have never permitted it to play a certain role among the other nations, it has not sufficiently excited the curiosity of historians or politicians to obtain a distinguished place in the annals of the world.3


There is, however, another perspective on Dubrovnik’s past, as expressed by that enthusiastic Ragusophile Italian Francesco Maria Appendini, who wrote, in 1802, in his episodic literary history:


A long series of wars, of feats of arms, of leagues, of treaties and of other striking events – this is what is usually required to arouse the enthusiasm of the historian and to charm the reader. But a history that instead of presenting scenes of desolation and horror embraces the acts of a nation which not by force, that easy resource of great empires, but rather by the most subtle policy, has known how to maintain its freedom over many centuries despite the most dangerous circumstances – such a history can be all the more interesting for both writer and reader in that it more fully displays the admirable powers of the human spirit. Such is the history of the Republic of Ragusa.4


In actual fact, neither Le Maire nor Appendini fully appreciated Dubrovnik’s historical significance. Ragusa was, of course tiny. But it had a recognisable social, economic, religious, cultural and political identity over some six centuries.5 That in itself makes the story of the place distinctive. In its heyday, moreover, the Republic had an impact far beyond that which its size or power would have normally warranted. This importance stemmed from Dubrovnik’s strategic significance at the intersection between the Mediterranean basin and the Balkans, between Christendom and Islam, and between West and East. It reflected the little Republic’s maritime prowess and great commercial wealth. It was magnified by the Ragusans’ sophisticated and astute international diplomacy. Finally, it was manifested in a rich cultural achievement of unique value for Croatia, for the wider Slavic world and – at times – for Europe as a whole.





ONE


Ragusan Roots and Riddles: The Origins of Ragusa/Dubrovnik


Natural Advantages


The precise circumstances of Ragusa/Dubrovnik’s foundation will, it seems safe to predict, continue to be the subject of almost disproportionate scholarly debate involving not just distinguished historians but eminent archeologists and linguists. The subject has always had a burning importance, not least for the inhabitants of Dubrovnik itself who, over the centuries and uninhibited by excessive scruple, devised a number of reassuring myths to reinforce their ancient but tiny city-state’s legitimacy.


Why, though, might the first inhabitants have chosen to settle in Dubrovnik? After all, the whole Dalmatian coastal stretch enjoys the benefits of a typical Mediterranean climate, conducive to the cultivation of olives, vines and citrus fruit. There are long months of productive fishing, though mariners have always feared the destructive violence of the cold northeast wind – the bura. Unlike the western (Italian) coast of the Adriatic, the eastern (Dalmatian) is endowed with sheltered bays and harbours, while the mountains, though they make access inland more difficult, offer valuable navigation points. Unlike the people of the hinterland, those who live along the Dalmatian coastal strip have always enjoyed easy communications with each other’s settlements and manageable ones with the rest of the Mediterranean world. Whereas inland the rugged mountains and thick forests marked off one rural community from another and induced a certain isolationism and backwardness that would come to be synonymous with the term ‘Balkan’, the Dalmatian communities were more open and sophisticated. They were also richer. And from this point of view the mountains, which hindered access to the less civilised hinterland, had an added benefit: they constituted a useful barrier against at least casual raiders from the interior, lured by the prospect of easy pickings along the more developed coast.


Dubrovnik, however, had particular natural and other advantages which marked it out from the rest of coastal Dalmatia. Most important from the very beginning must have been its harbour. This faced southeast, and so escaped the unwelcome force of the bura. But the harbour was also sheltered in large measure from the southeast wind (known locally as šilok) by the island of Lokrum, which acted too as a kind of breakwater against the incoming swell. Similarly, while the southwest wind (or lebić) often sent waves thundering against the western part of the town, the cliffs and, later, walls of Dubrovnik afforded good protection for ships riding in the harbour. In Greek, Roman and early medieval times – before the invention of rudders and primitive compasses – ships travelled whenever possible during spring and summer and, unless in the direst emergency, during the hours of daylight. Along the eastern Adriatic coast in these seasons the prevailing wind was the northwesterly maestral which would usually blow quite steadily from mid-morning till sunset. For ships using sail and oars to make their way up the coast, for example from the Greek settlement of Budva to that on Korčula, Dubrovnik would have served as an ideal, secure haven – all the more so since in ancient times it was usual to pull ships ashore, and Dubrovnik’s harbour had (in those days) to the west a sandy bank against which to do so. A further benefit was that in these early times there were sources of drinkable water to the east of the harbour: many centuries later, as the sea level rose and the land sank, the water in these wells became brackish and other water had, particularly in summer, to be brought by ships from the springs of Mlini some four nautical miles down the coast.1


Dubrovnik had other benefits as well. It is the only one of the Dalmatian towns that looks straight out onto the Adriatic. This enabled those within to gain early warning of approaching danger.2 Moreover, while Dubrovnik’s harbour offered by far the best protection, there were also more or less satisfactory alternatives for ships unable to reach it by nightfall or because of adverse conditions. Thus for ships seeking shelter along the coast there were the possibilities offered by the bay of Župa, the bay of Zaton and the Channel of Koločep, which lies between the ‘Elaphite Islands’, as the older Pliny termed them (that is Šipan, Lopud and Koločep), and the shore. There was also, at a pinch, the nearby inlet of Rijeka Dubrovačka, though it was unpleasantly open to both bura and maestral.


The mouth of the Neretva river, further up the coast, provided another haven. But above all, it was from the earliest times – when travel by boat was so much swifter and easier than travel overland – the easiest access point to the interior and had indeed been the site of the flourishing Roman trading centre of Narona (Vid, near modern Metković). Not surprisingly, once Dubrovnik began to develop as a trading centre, the Neretva estuary quickly fell under Ragusan influence.3


Situated towards the southeastern end of the Adriatic, with prevailing winds and currents operating in its favour, Dubrovnik must from the earliest times have enjoyed a modest coastal trade with its Dalmatian neighbours. But once the size of its ships and the experience of its mariners grew, it was also well-situated to exploit the valuable East-West link with Italy – Ancona (which became for many Ragusans a home from home, and where a Ragusan colony flourished up until the nineteenth century) and the grain-rich lands of Apulia.4 Looking further ahead, however, it was Dubrovnik’s development of the Balkan trade which, in association with its commercial fleet, would be the basis of the Republic’s economic success: so the fact of the town’s proximity to ancient roads into the hinterland, via Župa and Konavle to the southeast and Slano to the northwest, should also be mentioned when listing Dubrovnik’s natural advantages. These were the routes by which the Ragusans would exploit the mineral wealth of Serbia and Bosnia. And later it would be by way of the dubrovački drum – the famous Dubrovnik Road – that the Ragusans would establish their fraught but fruitful relationship with the Ottoman Empire.


But this, of course, is to anticipate by many centuries. What sort of people were the inhabitants of Dalmatia from among whom, in uncertain combinations, under obscure circumstances and with a contentious chronology, the little settlement at Ragusa would emerge?



Ragusan Prehistory – Epidaurum



The Eastern Adriatic was already populated at the start of Neolithic times, and the near surrounds of Dubrovnik – and perhaps the cliff site of Ragusa itself – were inhabited in the Bronze and Iron Ages.5 But the precise movements or even identity of the peoples who populated Dalmatia in these early times are extremely obscure. The Illyrians are regarded as the oldest historically established people in the region, but who they really were – and what ultimately happened to them – is less clear.6 One tribe called the ‘Histri’ occupied what is modern Istria, to which they gave their name. A second tribe called the ‘Liburni’, who may or may not have been ethnically Illyrian, lived along the Croatian littoral as far as the River Krka. A third tribe, the ‘Delmati’, who gave their name to Dalmatia, inhabited the Dalmatian coast as far as the River Cetina and inland to the territories (in what is modern Bosnia) of Livanjsko Polje, Duvanjsko Polje and Glamočko Polje.7


The Celts appeared in the Balkans in the fourth century BC and lived with or integrated among the Illyrian population they found. But the earlier (fifth/sixth century) Greek colonisation of much of the eastern Adriatic left a more abiding impression. Under the leadership and protection of the city of Syracuse, there grew up the Dorian colony of Issa on the island of Vis, which itself spawned other Greek towns on the neighbouring islands and coastal region.


Interestingly, in view of so much subsequent myth-making down the centuries, and in spite of its sharing a name with a famous classical Greek city, it is clear that Dalmatian Epidaurum – later known as Ragusa Vecchia (‘Old Ragusa’), the modern Cavtat situated some miles down the coast from modern Dubrovnik – was not a Greek settlement.8 In fact, Epidaurum does not even figure in accounts of those Roman-Illyrian Wars which convulsed the region beginning in 230–229, continuing in 220–219 and 167 BC and only coming to a bloody close with a Roman victory in 9 AD.9 From then on, Dalmatia was subject to strong social, cultural and political influence from Rome, which would have decisive consequences for its future. In particular, the new rulers settled colonists and built up towns as centres for them. Epidaurum was one of these centres.


The place is first mentioned in 47 BC, when Pompey’s legate, Marcus Octavius, attacked it because it was held by a garrison loyal to Caesar. Epidaurum was besieged by land and sea but got word to Caesar, who sent an army to relieve it. Marcus Octavius’s fleet and army, however, withdrew before the relief force arrived.10 Epidaurum was described as a ‘colony’ by Pliny the Elder (who died in 79), but when it formally became one is unknown. Probably, it received that designation at the same time as Narona and Salona (modern Solin, a suburb of Split) under Augustus.11 The name ‘Epidaurum’ deserves some explanation, because the – false – assumption that it was Greek had such a strong bearing on the myths subsequently attached to it and to Dubrovnik.12 It seems, in fact, to be a Latinised Illyrian expression, perhaps meaning ‘behind the forest’. The place was probably first established as an Illyrian fishing village, or perhaps as a fortified place useful for pirates, and then was seized and developed by the resourceful Romans for their own purposes.


In any case, it quickly became an important stop on the Roman road which stretched north to Narona, Salona, Jadera (Zadar), Senia (Senj), Tergeste (Trieste) and finally Rome itself. To the south the road led to Resinium (Risan), Butua (Budva), Ulcinium (Ulcinj) and through modern Albania to Solun (Thessalonika). The link with Narona, which flourished mightily at this time, was particularly important.13 Of Epidaurum’s buildings and monuments hardly anything survives: a few inscriptions are the most important remaining evidence of the life once lived there.14 For centuries, though, there remained other, more impressive visible reminders. The Ragusan historian and man of letters Junije Rastić (Giunio Resti), writing in the early eighteenth century, noted that the magnificence of ancient Epidaurum could be judged by the evidence of twenty miles of ruined aqueduct – some underground, some spanning arches – on which could be read Latin inscriptions. The aqueduct, as he rightly observed, gave its name to the district of Konavle (from canales). He also remarked on the number of vases and medals, and on the tomb of a certain Dolabella, a Roman pro-consul.15


In fact, given reasonably settled political conditions, Epidaurum was naturally well situated to thrive. It was built on a peninsula, protected from the elements by the three little islands of Mrkan, Bobara and Supetar, and on the land-side from attack by the walls and fortifications of Spilan. It boasted two small, sheltered harbours, one on each side of the peninsula, allowing ships to moor in whichever gave better protection against the wind that happened to be blowing.16


The Destruction of Epidaurum


There are two historical conundrums bearing on the origins of Dubrovnik, neither of which can be definitively solved. The first relates to the circumstances of Epidaurum’s destruction, the second to the relationship between Epidaurum and Ragusa. Fortunately, the most appropriate starting point for consideration of both is a well-known passage in the Emperor Constantine Porphyrogenitus’s De Administrando Imperio – a kind of manual on statesmanship drawn up, on the basis of extensive documentation, for the benefit of his son – which remains the single best source available to historians seeking answers to the Ragusan riddle. It runs:


The city of Ragusa is not called Ragusa in the tongue of the Romans, but, because it stands on cliffs, it is called in Roman speech ‘the cliff, lau’; whence they are called ‘Lausaioi’, i.e. ‘those who have their seat on the cliff’. But vulgar usage, which frequently corrupts names by altering their letters, has changed the denomination and called them Rausaioi. These same Rausaioi used of old to possess the city that is called Pitauru; and since, when the other cities were captured by the Slavs that were in the province, this city too was captured, and some were slaughtered and others taken prisoner, those who were able to escape and reach safety settled in the almost precipitous spot where the city now is; they built it small to begin with, and afterwards enlarged its wall until the city reached its present size, owing to their gradual spreading out and increase in population. Among those who migrated to Ragusa are: Gregory, Arsaphius, Victorinus, Vitalius, Valentine the archdeacon, Valentine the father of Stephen the protospatharius. From their migration from Salona [sic], it is 500 [sic?] years till this day, which is the 7th indiction, the year 6457. In this same city lies St Pancratius, in the Church of St Stephen, which is in the middle of this same city.17


Historians have disputed the significance of this passage, and since the controversies bear directly on Dubrovnik’s early history they cannot be ignored. Some details of the Emperor’s account are fairly clearly wrong. ‘Salona’ is an error for ‘Pitauru’, which itself is evidently Epidaurum. Since Constantine wrote in the mid-tenth century, and since the destruction of Epidaurum is usually placed in the early seventh century and associated with the destruction of Salona, it is widely believed that ‘500 years’ is similarly an error for 300 – except, at least, by those who argue that it was not barbarian invaders but an earlier catastrophic earthquake and tidal wave that destroyed the city.18


According to Constantine Porphyrogenitus here, it was the Slavs who destroyed Epidaurum, though elsewhere he says that it was the (Turkic) Avars who conquered Salona and Dalmatia and settled down there.19 In fact, it seems likely that the Emperor drew no very clear distinction between the two peoples. Did the Croats and Serbs form part of the original (undifferentiated) ‘Slavic’ mass incursions? Or did they constitute a distinct second wave of aggressive migration, probably in the 620s, of peoples from somewhere north of the Carpathian mountains? Modern scholarship inclines to the second of these hypotheses.20 But it also stresses that we cannot regard the disputable origins of the Croats and Serbs as the last word about their early identity. For certainly in the case of the Croats who settled in Dalmatia, that identity was deeply influenced, probably from an early date, by the Romanised inhabitants among whom they had come.21


This latter perception is also relevant to an appreciation of Constantine Porphyrogenitus’s account of the destruction of Epidaurum and the foundation of Ragusa. What the Emperor described as occurring suddenly and catastrophically was in all probability one particularly dramatic episode in a more protracted series of events.


Perhaps the greatest impact of the decline of the late Roman Empire was on the towns. The Roman Balkan towns in the interior completely disappeared, with the exception of some modest continuity of settlement in places like Jovia Botivo (Ludbreg) and Aquae Iassae (Varaždinske Toplice) in modern Croatia. Circumstances were only slightly less difficult for Roman towns on the Dalmatian coast. The once-great emporium of Narona decayed as communications became more uncertain, and it was soon almost deserted. Salona – the administrative capital of its province – was simply too big to survive as the imperial provincial administration itself crumbled. The ‘fall’ of these towns may have been the result as much of economic decay and social decline as feats of arms. Equally important, archeological research in recent times has shown continuity of settlement on their sites. Even though the secular and religious authorities transferred (according to tradition, in 614) with most of the population from Salona to rebuild the community amidst the remains of the Emperor Diocletian’s palace in modern Split, it is now clear that Salona itself remained inhabited. Indeed, after their first plundering raids, it is likely that the Slavic invaders established some kind of understanding with the Empire. Certain tribes established their own territories. But alongside them much of the original Romanised population remained. A modus vivendi between the two is evidenced by the large number of Christian place names of late antique origin which are preserved outside those areas that remained under the Empire’s direct control. A similar conclusion can be drawn from the survival of Christian churches during this period within the as-yet pagan Slavic territories.22


The Slavic Myth of Ragusa’s Foundation


The relevance of this to the beginnings of Dubrovnik is confirmed, albeit in a confused manner, by the Ragusan and Dalmatian Chronicles.23 These manage to combine with varying degrees of unease two accounts of the foundation of Ragusa: one based on Constantine Porphyrogenitus and another which is entirely mythical, though also historically revealing if only because of its illumination of the mentalities of those who constructed it.


This second – what might be termed ‘Slavic’ – account of Dubrovnik’s foundation begins with a certain Radoslav the White, King of Bosnia, who in 458 was overthrown by his son, Berislav (Časlav, according to the chronicle of the Priest of Dioclea). Radoslav initially fled to Albania and then sailed with his loyal barons across to Apulia and journeyed on to Rome. There he was given command of the Roman city guard. He married a noble Roman lady and had three sons by her, one of whom, Stefan the White, succeeded his father as guard commander. He in turn had a son called Radoslav the White. In 524 King Berislav died without a successor. So ambassadors from Bosnia were sent to Radoslav to ask him to return as their king. Radoslav accordingly left Rome with his men and sailed from Ancona to Ragusa where he was greeted by a great gathering of Bosnians. He was advised to build a castle over against the sea for his protection in which he could place the treasure and holy relics he had brought with him from Rome. This he accordingly did in the place called Chastel Lave. Such is the account given by the Anonymous Ragusan chronicler. The Priest of Dioclea’s version adds various details – about the fate of the treacherous Časlav (who was mutilated and drowned), about Radoslav’s reasons for leaving Rome (quarrels with his family’s enemies) and about his later departure to Trebinje and exploits there.


The other Ragusan chronicles supply further elements. Nikola Ranjina, who repeats Constantine Porphyrogenitus’s account of the destruction of Epidaurum, interestingly links it with a somewhat longer and slightly different account of Radoslav the White’s arrival on the Adriatic coast (which he specifically places at Gruž). Among those who awaited the hero were apparently the people and bishop of Epidaurum.


The story of the Slavic foundation is, of course, historically specious and consists of imagined events placed in a later political context – that of the early medieval Balkans. But the need to ensure Slavic involvement, represented by Radoslav and his barons, shows how from an early stage Ragusa’s identity was confessedly inclusive of a strong Slavic element. Yet equally this was an identity which was determinedly something more than Slavic: the hero Radoslav has, after all, proved himself by defending the Eternal City, and he is of Roman as well as Slavic stock. The wisdom of Rome is thus called upon to bring order to the barbarian chaos of the Balkans. It is easy to see why this idea appealed to successive generations of sophisticated, Roman Catholic Ragusans as they played their inspired game for survival confronted with wayward, violent, semi-barbarian Slavic neighbours.


The Slavic myth did, though, also reflect a more tangible reality – the presence of a Slav settlement on the lower slopes of Mount Srd from a very early date. This is also evident in the early use of an alternative Slavic name for Ragusa – ‘Dubrovnik’. The first known use of the word Dubrovčani for the inhabitants of Ragusa is to be found in a charter of 1189 from Ban Kulin, ruler of Bosnia; the first known use of ‘Dubrovnik’ occurs in a charter of 1215 from the ruler of Serbia, Stefan Nemanja. But both the eleventh century verse-chronicler known as Miletius and the Priest of Dioclea state what subsequent linguists have accepted – namely, that the reference is to the forest of oak trees (Slavic: dubrava) which once covered the mountain of Brgat, or Srđ as it was subsequently known. Mount Brgat (a name which would later come simply to refer to a particular village on the site) was called in Latin Vergatum, which comes from virgetum, a wood of saplings.24


The Site and Construction of Dubrovnik


The Ragusan chroniclers also let slip some assertions, however, which imply greater continuity than either their accounts of the flight of the inhabitants of Epidaurum or of the arrival of Radoslav and his barons suggest. They speak, for example, of how the Epidaurans initially sought refuge in fortified places, which are differently named but which have been plausibly located at Spilan and Gradac, before finally settling in Ragusa.25 This is very much in line with what archeological research shows of the use to which these two sites were put. The remains of buildings from the second century suggest that together with Ragusa they already had a strategic significance for the Roman control of the area. When Epidaurum became economically weaker, less populated and more exposed, it is easy to imagine the inhabitants seeking refuge – temporary at first, later permanent – in each of three little fortified settlements. The final decision in favour of Dubrovnik may simply have reflected its combination of security with opportunities for fishing, and it was probably gradual rather than the result of any sudden administrative decision.


Certainly, archeological research in recent years has supported the theory of gradual development by emphasising the continuity of settlement in Ragusa. The chronology of the evidence is as follows:


 


–   A find of bronze jewellery in Iron Age graves on Lokrum (probably fifth-sixth century BC)


–   Finds of Illyrian and Hellenistic money on the sites of today’s Dubrovnik cathedral and Bunićeva poljana (third-second century BC)


–   Remains of a wall between the fortresses of Our Saviour (Sveti Spasitelj) and St Stephen (Sveti Stjepan), variously dated between first century BC and the fifth-seventh centuries AD


–   Fragment of a gravestone, found in Pustijerna, in commemoration of a member of the Roman Eighth Volunteer Cohort, which was stationed in Dalmatia from the start of the first to the end of the third century


–   A granite column, part of a now-disappeared late antique basilica, and twelve stone catapult balls


–   The latest archeological finds on the site of the cathedral and Bunićeva poljana: remains of a late antique castle (probably sixth century) and of a Byzantine basilica (seventh-eighth century).26


So great is the evidence of continuous settlement on the site of Dubrovnik, in fact, that for one scholar at least, on the basis of discoveries made in the course of excavation under Dubrovnik’s Cathedral and elsewhere, ‘there is no point in linking the histories of these two settlements – Epidaurum and Ragusium’.27 This, though, seems unnecessarily dismissive of the traditions relayed in the chronicles, and perhaps overly confident of archeological technique as a fail-safe source of historical illumination.28


Certainly, however, there is enough evidence to suggest that the defining features of the oldest settlement date from the sixth century: as noted above, in the Pustijerna district, remains of the early Christian era (fifth and sixth centuries) have been discovered. It has, therefore, been suggested that Ragusa was constructed by the Byzantines in their struggle with the Ostrogoths (on what was doubtless an earlier Illyrian site), as one of the fortified centres erected from Durrës to the western shores of Istria, designed both to control the shipping route and to provide a place of refuge for the local population in case of attack.29 In any case, Ragusa was evidently a place of some importance well before the likely date of Epidaurum’s destruction.


The original site of Ragusa was clearly on the south-facing cliffs above the Adriatic in the place referred to as Castellum or Chastel Lave, but how did it acquire its name? Some scholars have followed Constantine Porphyrogenitus in deriving it from the Greek root lau, meaning cliff. The term thus became a toponym, reflected later in ‘Labes’, the early name for the town’s oldest district, in ‘Labusedum’ used in papal letters referring to the town itself and finally (with replacement of ‘l’ with ‘r’) in the form ‘Ragusa’.30 Others, however, suggest that ‘Ragusa’ is derived from an Illyrian root and always referred to the whole of the area on which the settlement began and expanded, while lau, lava or labes just referred to the cliff.31


By whatever name it was called, this southern cliff-top was always the most easily defensible place. Long after the original Castellum had been pulled down to make way for the Benedictine convent of St Mary’s (Sveta Marija) which rose in its place, this spot remained the heart of the sexterium ‘od Kaštela’ (or Kaštio), the oldest of the administrative districts of Dubrovnik to which it gave its name. Kaštio, though, only covered a small part of what would be included within the walls of Dubrovnik. Later the settlement spread out to form the sexterium of St Peter (named after the church of St Peter the Great, Sveti Petar Veliki) and then into the easternmost area of what today is called the Old Town, the third sexterium of Pustijerna.


It used to be thought, in the days when the line of today’s Placa was believed to trace that of a marshy stream which allegedly divided the ‘island’ of Ragusa proper from the land at the foot of Mount Srđ, that Pustijerna was only settled in the eighth and ninth centuries and the rest of Dubrovnik a good deal later.32 But this view must now be revised. A proper understanding of the change in sea level, combined with evidence from probes put down into ground in the wake of the 1979 earthquake, confirms that the centre of the town was not uninhabitable marsh at this time but eminently inhabitable dry land. It was probably first used for agriculture – hence its ancient name of campus – and then for building. This process doubtless long preceded the area’s inclusion within the walls.33


Life in Early Dubrovnik


Originally built (and perhaps rebuilt) with primarily military purposes in mind, Dubrovnik’s development as a civilian settlement was probably sharply accelerated in the early seventh century with the flight of many or all the people of Epidaurum via Spilan and Gradac to find a more secure refuge. This early Dubrovnik was under Byzantine authority. Constantine Porphyrogenitus judiciously recalls as much when he mentions ‘Valentine the father of Stephen the protospatharius’ (that is, a Byzantine patrician official). The settlement was within the political-territorial unit of Dalmatia, which was first governed from Zadar by a Byzantine pro-consul and then in the ninth century when, as part of the Empire’s reorganisation, Dalmatia was made an Imperial ‘theme’ by a strategos. There is no evidence about Dubrovnik’s internal administration in these early centuries. By 1023, however, a praeses was in charge of its affairs, and by 1052 this official was called a prior, as in the other Dalmatian towns.


Also from the very first we know that Dubrovnik would have been Christian, as Epidaurum had been – probably from at least the mid-fourth century (when St Hilarion was apparently greeted by the Epidaurans). A Christian burial ground discovered at Slano shows that the area around Dubrovnik had been converted by the fifth century. There was probably a bishop of Epidaurum by then; certainly, one was present at the first Dalmatian church synod held in Salona in 530. The bishopric was transferred to Dubrovnik under obscure circumstances but probably, as tradition and the Ragusan historians suggest, on the fall of Epidaurum.34 (Dubrovnik’s claims to be the seat of an archbishopric were to be the subject of later hot dispute, but not its inheritance of the see of Epidaurum).35


The Ragusan chronicles dwell upon the marvellous relics which were kept in the town. Radoslav the White was said to have brought with him those of Saints Petronilla, Domicella, Nereus, Archileus, Pancratius and two pieces of the Holy Cross, all of which were placed in silver reliquaries. Within the precincts of the Castellum he is said to have built a church dedicated to Saints Sergius and Bacchus, and to have established outside the walls a church dedicated to St Stephen (Sveti Stjepan).36 In truth, these relics probably only reached Dubrovnik much later. But the strength of the tradition is itself significant of the pride taken in the town’s early distinction as a centre of Christian piety. (In later years the cult of Ragusa’s patron saint, St Blaise [Sveti Vlaho, San Biagio] dwarfed those of the other traditional intercessors.)37


The ethnic and cultural make-up of early Dubrovnik and the relationship between Roman/Latin and Slavic elements within it have provoked much controversy. The information from the chronicles is of limited help. The names of Constantine Porphyrogenitus’s six key figures who originally migrated from Epidaurum are, as one would expect, Romano-Greek. The Ragusan chronicles give (slightly different) lists of the noble families of Ragusa with their alleged places of origin – Epidaurum, Rome, other Italian cities, Germany, Albania, Kotor, the territories of the Vlachs, Slavs and so on.38 For the year 743 the Anonymous chronicler signals, in his confusing way, political upheavals which sent more refugees fleeing to Dubrovnik – ‘Morlachs’ (or Vlachs) from above the Neretva who brought with them their cattle, which they were allowed to pasture on Mount Srđ.39 For the following year he records in a still more mysterious passage that an assembly was held and a ‘division’ made among all the people of Ragusa into three social classes – nobles (gentilhomeni), common people (populi) and servants or slaves (servidori). Among the groups participating were ‘Bosnian’ families, each household with its own patron saint, and rich Vlachs who owned gold, silver and cattle.40


In spite of all these outside elements, Ragusa can only properly be understood for the first centuries of its existence as essentially a post-Roman community, having far more in common with the little proto-urban communities on Italian soil than with the life of the Balkan hinterland. Ragusan territories were divided like theirs into the civitas (city) and districtus or distretto (surrounding district). The latter was itself divided between the mainland Astarea (sometimes called terra firma or hereditas) and the Islands (insulae). Astarea stretched from Epidaurum/Cavtat (derived from the Latin civitas, i.e. city) to the bay of Zaton. The whole territory had, in fact, been settled long before the arrival of the Slavs. The inflow of Slavic settlement, when it came, was from the northwest and was accordingly strongest near Zaton. But these settlers lived under Ragusan administration and their property rights were governed by Roman law. Generally, the ethnic mix in early Astarea is shown by the interweaving of Roman and Slavic place names, while other areas of the mainland like Primorje and Konavle, which would eventually fall under Ragusan control, were much more heavily Slavicised.


Also under Dubrovnik’s authority from the earliest times were the three principal islands of Koločep, Lopud and Šipan, the smallest inhabited islands of Mrkan, Supetar, Daksa, Lokrum, Sveti Andrija (St Andrew) and Jakljan (all given by the Ragusan community to ecclesiastical foundations) and the other tiny deserted islands of Bobara, Grebeni and Rudo.41 Of the Elaphite Islands, Constantine Porphyrogenitus’s generalisation seems to hold true: ‘... After the said Slavs had settled down, they took possession of all the surrounding territory of Dalmatia; but the cities of the Romani took to cultivating the islands and living off them.’42 The archeological and toponymic evidence from Koločep, Lopud and Šipan shows that Slavicisation proceeded only very gradually as this earlier Romanised population died out.43


The picture which the sources – narrative, archeological and linguistic – present of Dubrovnik in the early ninth century, 200 years or so after the ‘fall of Epidaurum’ (with the qualifications which must be made to that expression), is therefore of a modest but growing community, heavily shaped by Roman culture, Byzantine administrative habits and Christianity. As its location emphasises, and as the slow expansion inland of Ragusa from its original craggy nucleus confirms, security was the first consideration. This and its direct access to the sea, with the fishing and local trade which went with it, would have attracted many; upheavals and conflicts in the hinterland doubtless drove more to seek shelter within its originally primitive defences. Either through the intermediary of the Byzantine authorities or possibly of the Church, the Ragusans were able to establish good relations with the Slavs, who appeared first as barbarian raiders but who quickly settled to farm the land. Roman, Slavic and Vlach communities co-existed, with the Romanised population dominating the town itself and its near surrounds, the Slavs increasingly changing the ethnic balance in their favour in the more distant territories under Ragusan control and a shifting population of Vlachs taking advantage of the relatively settled conditions around Ragusa to pasture their livestock on the slopes of Brgat. And all the while Ragusa, in search of legitimacy and prestige, fiercely clung to its claim to be the successor of Epidaurum, inheriting its episcopal status and the rich myths which fertile imagination would bestow on that modest Augustan colony.
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1. Bull of Pope Benedict VIII in favour of Archbishop Vitalis, the oldest original document in the Dubrovnik archives and the first confirmation of the Ragusan archbishopric (1022)
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2. Trade agreement between Dubrovnik and Pisa (1169)
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3. Charter in favour of Dubrovnik granted by Ban Kulin of Bosnia (1189)
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4. Charter in favour of Dubrovnik’s autonomy granted by King Louis I of Hungary (1358)
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5. Charter in favour of Dubrovnik granted by the Bosnian King Tvrtko I (1367)
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6. Privilege granted by the Council of Basel for Dubrovnik to trade with the Muslim Levant (1433)
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7. Ferman addressed to Dubrovnik by the Ottoman Sultan Bayezid II seeking the Republic’s cooperation against his fugitive brother Dem (1482)
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8. An Example of Dubrovnik’s Code, employed in secret diplomatic transactions (1679)





TWO


Distant Friends and Hostile Neighbours: Dubrovnik Under Byzantine Protection (c. 800–1205)


The Eastern Adriatic in the Ninth, Tenth and Eleventh Centuries


The ninth century in the lands of the Eastern Adriatic was dominated by interlocking power struggles, which provided a turbulent background for the early establishment of Dubrovnik as an effectively self-governing commune and a modest commercial power under Byzantine protection. Such protection was sorely needed – not least from the Arabs (called ‘Saracens’) of Tunis and Algiers, who began a systematic occupation of Mediterranean bases in the ninth century. In the 820s they seized Crete and various Sicilian towns from Byzantium, and their destruction of Brindisi in 837/8 ominously signalled their entry into the Adriatic. Osor (on the island of Cres) was burnt down in 841. An Arab fleet shattered the Venetian opposition and then returned to seize Budva, Rosa and Kotor. The following year the Saracens were again in the Adriatic.1


It was thus only a matter of time before Dubrovnik was singled out for Saracen attack. Legend, as recorded in the anonymous Ragusan chronicle, has it that a Frank, Orlando (based on the hero Roland) had helped the Ragusans drive off the Saracens in 783 after the latter had earlier destroyed (whatever remained at the site of) Epidaurum.2 Dubrovnik was for perhaps a second time subjected to a fifteen-month siege by the Saracens in 866. The Ragusans sent envoys to Constantinople for help, and the new Emperor Basil I despatched a large fleet to relieve the town. When the Saracens heard of its imminent arrival, however, they lifted the siege and sailed away.3 The effect was to secure the Ragusans (and indeed the neighbouring Slavs) in their allegiance to Byzantium, the value of whose protection had thus been amply demonstrated.4


Dubrovnik’s recurrent problem was that the Byzantine Emperor was a somewhat unreliable protector. Consequently, the Ragusans had to reach their own arrangements with their neighbours in order to preserve their security. Byzantium was happy to enable that, as long as its ultimate sovereignty was still recognised. Basil I (867–886) therefore decreed that the Dalmatian towns should henceforth give to the neighbouring Slavic rulers the financial tribute they had previously paid to the Byzantine strategos. In the case of Dubrovnik, this involved the payment of 36 numizmata each to the rulers of Hum (the future Hercegovina) and Trabunija (the territory attached to Trebinje).5 By contrast, any failure by Dubrovnik to make provision to ward off threats from the hinterland when Byzantium was weak could be disastrous. Thus, at the end of the tenth century, the Macedonian-Bulgarian Tsar Samuilo (974–1014) ravaged the Dalmatian coast as far as Zadar and burnt Dubrovnik as he passed.6 After Samuilo’s death, a Byzantine counter-offensive restored the Empire’s control in the region. But in the meantime had occurred a development of much greater long-term significance for Dalmatia in general and Dubrovnik in particular: the first assertion of Venetian imperial ambitions.


Venice’s origins had – in everything but scale – obvious parallels with those of its tiny Ragusan counterpart. Like Dubrovnik, it had maintained a continuity with Roman tradition; it, too, had been a refuge for those fleeing from invaders; its lagoons had served something of the same protective role as Ragusa’s cliff-top; of necessity, its inhabitants had from the first exploited maritime trade; and it had accordingly developed a navy which was valuable militarily to it and to others. But of course, Venice’s wealth, population and reach were always greater than Dubrovnik’s, and this disparity only increased as in the tenth century it skilfully maintained the friendship of both the Byzantine and German Empires, widened its autonomy and developed its commerce. That trade was most threatened in the middle Adriatic by the Croat pirates living at the mouth of the Neretva, who had killed one Doge in battle, defeated other Venetian expeditions and forced on the Serenissima the humiliation of paying them tribute for half a century.7 Under Doge Pietro II Orseolo (991–1002), Venice sought to deal decisively with the Neretvan Croats and to exploit political conditions so as to project its power along the Dalmatian coast.


In 992, in exchange for Venice’s help in protecting Byzantine possessions in southern Italy and Byzantine shipping, Venice received significant trading privileges within the Empire. Whatever Byzantium may have intended, Venice interpreted this as a right to take action to provide for security of navigation in the Adriatic as a whole, and indeed to do so in the most aggressive fashion.


The precise details are obscure; but perhaps with the authority of the Byzantine Emperor, quite probably at the request of the Dalmatian towns, and in either 998 or 1000, Doge Pietro II Orseolo set out with a fleet and army down the Dalmatian coast. He occupied the towns and islands one by one – Osor (on the island of Cres), Zadar (where there awaited him to make their submission representatives from the islands of Krk and Rab), Biograd, Trogir and Split. Sufficiently impressed to make concessions, even the Neretvan Croats agreed no longer to demand their tribute. The Venetians had, though, to fight to overcome the tenacious resistance of the inhabitants of the islands of Korčula and Lastovo. Near the little island of Majsan, off Korčula, a delegation from Dubrovnik headed by its archbishop met the Doge. Exactly what occurred then was hotly disputed in later years. Venetian writers claimed that Dubrovnik made a formal submission to Venice; the Ragusan historians denied any such thing.8 It seems likely, though, that Venice did indeed demand Dubrovnik’s submission – as it had that of the other Dalmatian towns – and highly improbable that the Ragusans could have resisted such a demand.


The Venetian Doge proclaimed himself Duke of Dalmatia, Dux Dalmatiae, and ended payment of tribute to the Croats. But Venice was not yet powerful enough to command obedience from faraway Dubrovnik once its fleet had sailed into the distance.9


This first assertion of lordship over Dubrovnik by Venice would, however, come to be seen by future generations of Ragusans in the light of their centuries-long struggle with the Serenissima to keep themselves out of its clutches. That may explain the account in the oldest, anonymous chronicle of earlier alleged struggles by Dubrovnik against Venetian plots and violence.


The chronicler, followed by many later accounts, tells in particular how in 971 a great army of Venetians arrived at Dubrovnik, allegedly en route to the Levant, but in reality intent on seizing the town. The priest in charge of St Stephen’s (Sveti Stjepan), a certain Don Stoico, on entering his church at midnight, had found it full of soldiers under the command of a captain with a long, white beard who turned out to be St Blaise. The saint told him that he and his men had been fighting hard to keep the town safe against the Venetians who planned to seize it. Don Stoico immediately rushed to inform the town authorities, who made prompt provision against the Venetians; the latter, seeing their plan was foiled, then sailed away.10


These events do not seem likely to have occurred at this time, so long before Doge Pietro II Orseolo’s expedition. But a strong local tradition does link the Ragusan cult of St Blaise to this occasion and to this date. Certainly, the cult in Dubrovnik began very early: a church dedicated to the saint was built in the late ninth century.11


After the Doge’s departure, Dubrovnik was in any case soon back under Byzantine authority and in 1023 Ragusan documents were being dated according to the Byzantine style. Indeed, the presence in Dubrovnik in 1042 of a Byzantine strategos – who was outwitted and captured in that year by the Slavic prince of Duklja (also called Zeta, the modern Montenegro) – suggests that the town may have temporarily become the site of a separate Byzantine ‘theme’ (military/administrative region).12


But now another major force made itself felt in Dalmatia, challenging Byzantine control. Norman soldiers had been serving in southern Italy for profit since early in the eleventh century. In 1071 fell Bari, the last Imperial possession in southern mainland Italy.13 The Normans were also active against the Byzantine Empire in Dalmatia. In 1074 they briefly seized control of Split, Trogir, Biograd, Zadar and Nin. Dubrovnik also now fell under Norman influence.14


The Normans, like the Saracens before them, were not, however decisive long-term players in the great power game in Dalmatia. The most important geopolitical change of the twelfth century in the eastern Adriatic was the shift of dominance from Byzantium to Venice.


Although Venice’s main preoccupation was with northern and central Dalmatia, this did not preclude its attempting to reassert control over Dubrovnik. In 1125 the Venetian Doge, in a manner that prefigured the events of 1205, used a fleet and army returning from the Levant to seize Byzantine-held Dalmatian towns, including Dubrovnik.15 Accordingly, Venetian counts ruled there for some twenty years until the resentful Ragusans threw them out.16


Venice again occupied Dubrovnik in 1171. Having destroyed the town’s towers and walls and appointed a count, the Venetians sailed away. And their control again proved ephemeral. When what was left of the Venetian fleet stopped in on its way home, humiliated and plague-ridden from a failed expedition in the Aegean, it simply collected the count and departed. Dubrovnik temporarily placed itself under the protection of the Normans, later returning once more to Byzantine allegiance.17


The death of the great Byzantine Emperor Manuel Comnenus (1143–1180) exposed the fragility of Byzantine power and, as the Empire slipped into decline once more, a new period of danger accordingly opened up for Dubrovnik. In particular, the Ragusans were soon put to the test in their dealings with Serbia (Raška). The appearance of the Nemanjić dynasty in Raška in the late 1160s, with the accession of a certain Tihomir – soon overthrown by his brother Stefan Nemanja – is one of the turning points in the history of the Balkans, and Dubrovnik could not but be affected. One of Nemanja’s brothers, Miroslav, also gained control of Hum, and Duklja was conquered by Nemanja himself in the 1180s.18


Precisely when Nemanja and Dubrovnik first clashed is unclear. But it seems to have been Ragusan support for the islanders of Korčula and Vis, when they were attacked by Nemanja’s brother Stracimir, that was the occasion for serious hostilities. In 1185 Nemanja himself besieged the town and breached its defences, seizing documents relating to the metropolitan claims of the archbishop of Dubrovnik – which suggests that the latter’s conflict with the see of Bar (Antivari) – now under the Orthodox Nemanja’s influence – should be seen as a contributing factor to the war itself.19


In this crisis, Dubrovnik turned to the Normans for protection, and it was accordingly in the ‘court’ of King William II at Dubrovnik that a peace treaty between the Ragusans on one hand and Nemanja and his brother Miroslav on the other was drawn up. By this Nemanja recognised Dubrovnik’s rights to its traditional territories – its hereditas or Astarea; each side agreed to forgo claims for damage done to property; Dubrovnik promised not to try to take Korčula and Vis, on which the Nemanjići still clearly had their sights; the Ragusans might without hindrance trade, cultivate the land, cut wood and generally go about their business in the lands of the Nemanja brothers, especially in the port of Drijeva at the mouth of the Neretva; similarly, the Serbs could go about their affairs freely in Dubrovnik.20 The terms of the treaty provide an insight into the degree of contact which the Ragusans clearly enjoyed with the hinterland and vice versa. But this contact, however mutually beneficial in the longer term, was also a contributory factor to the tension between the town and the neighbouring Slavs.21


That is surely what lies behind both the confirmation by the Serbian rulers of Dubrovnik’s rights on the fringes of Astarea, and the subsequent use of the Slavic institution known as stanak to resolve disputes. This stanak consisted of a process of judgement and mediation between representatives of both sides appointed to resolve issues relating to property rights: a stanak was held, for instance, in 1193 between Stefan Nemanja’s men and those of Dubrovnik because of a dispute over some land belonging to the Church of St Martin (Sveti Martin) in Šumet. (The procedures relating to the institution of the stanak would be enshrined in the great Dubrovnik Statute [Liber Statutorum] drawn up in 1272.)22


Dubrovnik used Norman overlordship to protect it from the Serbs and Venetians between 1186 and 1192, then returned to Byzantine authority as the Norman kingdom began to weaken. Under the terms of the re-established relationship, it was agreed that Byzantium would send a governor to protect the town; the Ragusans must not in future renounce Byzantine sovereignty or assist foreign rulers; they would provide refuge for the Emperor’s army and take his part if he fought against Venice and Zadar; as a sign of subjection, the traditional laudes would be sung three times a year (at Christmas, on St Blaise’s Feast Day – 3 February – and at Easter) in the Emperor’s honour. In exchange, the Ragusans were promised the right to trade freely throughout Byzantium and Bulgaria.


In practice, things seem to have continued very much as before, and the Ragusans chose their count from their own ranks, rather than receiving one from Constantinople. Byzantium was too weak to enforce its authority – indeed, far more worrying for Dubrovnik was the perception that it was too feeble to offer much protection either.23


Trade Relations


Throughout this period the Ragusans were engaged in establishing and reinforcing commercial ties with other urban trading communities.24 These agreements, in the absence of other quantitative information, also, of course, illustrate the scope of early Ragusa’s maritime trade. The first such commercial treaty mentioned (but not preserved) is one with the town of Molfetta in Apulia in 1148, which exempted each other’s citizens from paying specified dues levied on foreigners, their merchandise and ships. In 1169, Dubrovnik negotiated an important trade agreement with Pisa. Apart from exemption from commercial dues, the Pisans undertook to protect Dubrovnik’s goods, and not just in Pisa but elsewhere too. Since the Pisans sailed from Syria to Gibraltar and had their own representatives in the most significant ports, this last provision was of considerable significance. Dubrovnik also early on established close relations with the towns of the papal states – Fano and Ancona in 1169 and Ravenna in 1188.


Nor were the other towns of the eastern Adriatic neglected. In 1181 Dubrovnik signed a commercial treaty with Kotor. The Ragusans were also active in Istrian ports. In 1188 a trade agreement was renewed with Rovinj, and in 1194 an agreement to resolve some outstanding issues was made with its neighbour Poreč. In fact, the negotiation of commercial treaties between Dubrovnik and its counterparts continued right up to the Venetian extinction of its independence in 1205.


Disputes between individual merchants of different towns, which could escalate through the practice of taking reprisals against third parties, were only one threat to trade. At least as dangerous for merchants sailing along the eastern Adriatic, particularly anywhere near the mouth of the Neretva River, was the threat of piracy – which the Venetians still railed against in vain. The piratical people of Omiš, the Kačić clan, were the most notorious; but in 1190 the Ragusans bought them off with a tribute in exchange for the right to safe navigation.


By the end of the twelfth century Dubrovnik had, therefore, more or less satisfactorily stabilised its relations both with near neighbours and with more distant regional powers. And not only Serbia but Bosnia, which had emerged as an effectively autonomous entity, was opened up to Ragusan traders. Ban (the title, of mysterious origin but distinctively Croat, meaning ruler) Kulin ruled Bosnia in the 1180s, a time of some prosperity, and in 1189 agreed a treaty, written in both Latin and Slavic, with Dubrovnik. By this agreement Kulin permitted Dubrovnik’s merchants to trade in his lands without paying any dues, except what they gave as voluntary tribute, and each side pledged eternal friendship.25


Institutions of Government


The treaty which was agreed by Ban Kulin and Dubrovnik was made in the name of the Ragusan count (or knez) – called Krvaš – with a list of named Ragusan dignitaries. Exactly how long a Ragusan count served is unknown; certainly Krvaš held the post from 1186 to 1190 and again in 1192. The names of other Ragusan counts have been recorded.26 Counts were also, as has been noted, sometimes sent from Venice in the years when Dubrovnik was under that republic’s control.


A vicar – also known as ban – served as the count’s assistant and substitute. The count had his council, which was in embryo the organ that would develop into the later Ragusan Small Council. He also held his own court, first mentioned in 1186. He presided over all important discussions, particularly those relating to relations with foreign powers. Mentioned too are ‘judges’, alongside whom would sit ‘consuls’ who must be present at the pronouncement of judgement. When important decrees were being considered, ‘wise men’ (sapientes) would be called upon to assist.


In fact, to the limited extent that the workings of the early administration of Dubrovnik can be glimpsed, it is notable that consultation was one of its distinctive features. The basic consultative institution was a gathering consisting (in theory at least) of all the population – clergy and laymen, nobles and commoners. This assembly met regularly in order to decide the most important items of public business. Indeed, it continued to function in order to ratify laws until the end of the fourteenth century, though after the break with Venice it had much less importance.


Alongside that popular assembly a more limited council soon grew up, consisting of the count, sometimes the archbishop, and the nobility – the latter appearing first as a specific group in 1023. In 1190, this council is described as having 60 members, who then swore to keep the peace agreed with Miroslav, Knez of Hum. Probably by then the council, rather than the full popular assembly, was already the effective forum of government. By its authority monasteries were founded; it spoke for the town on border disputes; it gave legal validity to issues of ownership and, as in the case of Knez Miroslav, it ratified treaties.27


Ragusa itself was at this time referred to as a ‘community’ (communitas) or ‘city’ (civitas). In fact, it bore in its public features many of the marks of a ‘commune’, as that term was understood in contemporary Italy.28 The creation of a class of ‘law-worthy men’, sharing power and governing by permanent institutions a city-state with control of its surrounding distretto, and developing autonomous relations with other such communities, all set against a self-consciously propagated cultural background drawn from classical antecedents: this seems a model which describes twelfth century Ragusa quite satisfactorily. Indeed, even the characteristic fragility of Italy’s communal institutions, in the face of the ambitions of a would-be tyrant manipulating his power to subvert the legal order, would also – if only briefly – afflict Ragusa in the early years of the thirteenth century. One of the unsung contributions of subsequent Venetian rule was to cure Dubrovnik of this potentially fatal affliction and imbue the governing class with a suspicion of the politics of self-promotion that exceeded that of even their Venetian mentors – themselves regarded throughout Italy as the supreme practitioners of concord and stability.29


The Archbishopric of Dubrovnik


It is rather easier to trace the development of Dubrovnik’s early religious than its political life – though, not least through the role of the archbishop, the two were intimately linked.30 The sources disagree about when the see of Dubrovnik itself was raised to metropolitan status. The Ragusans, ever-conscious of the importance of historical pedigree, were keen to claim that this happened very early indeed, alleging that the pallium had been sent to a Dubrovnik (arch-)bishop as early as 743. But this was almost certainly wishful thinking, since a mere bishop of Dubrovnik was present at synods in Split in the 920s.


In fact, the original creation of the Ragusan metropolitanate seems to have been the result of several different impulses. One of these was the pressure of practicalities at a time when travel was so dangerous. In 998 a further synod was summoned in Split and the bishops of Upper Dalmatia – that is Kotor, Bar, Ulcinj and Svač – took ship together and were all drowned at sea. As a result, these towns now asked for a new archbishopric to be founded closer at hand. The pope apparently agreed, making Dubrovnik its seat, with Bar, Kotor, Svač and Ulcinj as its suffragans.31


On the other hand, it is highly unlikely that the authority of the archbishop of Split would have been successfully challenged in this fashion if politics had not played a decisive role. The institution of the Ragusan archbishopric was, in fact, a response to the conditions created by the establishment of Tsar Samuilo’s rule in the region. Dubrovnik was at this time subject to his control, and the place represented a much more reliable focus for the ecclesiastical loyalties of the Tsar’s Catholic subjects than faraway Split. For his part, the pope of the day – Gregory V (996–999) – was equally anxious to co-operate and oblige Samuilo’s wishes. The original Bull erecting the archbishopric has been lost. But the first preserved original document in the Dubrovnik archives – a Bull of Benedict VIII (1012–1024), dated 27 September 1022 – which refers to a Ragusan archbishop, also refers back to a previous Bull of a certain Pope ‘Gregory’ (clearly Gregory V) organising the affairs of the archdiocese. It can thus be stated with some confidence that the archbishopric of Dubrovnik was first erected between 996 and 999.32 So it was that when, in 998 or 1000, Dubrovnik sent a delegation to meet the Venetian Doge on his triumphant military expedition along the Dalmatian islands, Dubrovnik’s own archbishop was at its head.33


The fortunes of Dubrovnik’s metropolitanate remained highly dependent on political circumstances. After the collapse of Samuilo’s empire following his death and the reassertion of Byzantine authority, the Ragusan archbishopric lost much of its earlier significance. Some twenty years later, the ruler of Duklja, Stefan Vojislav, anxious to assert independence from Byzantium, began to exert strong pressure to have the bishopric of Bar removed from Dubrovnik’s jurisdiction. Other Ragusan suffragans similarly asserted themselves and in these chaotic circumstances in the 1050s the archbishops of Split seem to have persuaded Rome to abolish the Ragusan archbishopric altogether. Dubrovnik itself fought hard to restore the see’s metropolitan status. But this was made even more difficult by the ambition of the Dukljan rulers to gain for their bishopric and town of Bar the same privilege. Efforts which might have gone into lobbying for Dubrovnik had thus to be directed to lobbying against Bar. Still worse, the Ragusans were unsuccessful. The anti-pope Clement III (1080–1100) in 1089 made Bar an archbishopric, though Dubrovnik was spared the final indignity since neither it nor Ston was placed under Bar’s authority.


Dubrovnik spent the following decades pressing for the annulment of this decision. But again it was the shifting balance of political influence which was decisive. While Dubrovnik was growing steadily wealthier and stronger, Duklja was weakening. At last, on 28 September 1120, Calixtus II (1119–1124) restored the Ragusan archbishopric. The struggle now focused on Dubrovnik’s ambition to ensure that the new archbishop’s authority was exerted over his bishoprics in the face of the influence of Bar and Split.34


The Ragusans were remorseless, seeking and when necessary (like their opponents) forging the required documentation for their claims. In 1142 Pope Innocent II confirmed Dubrovnik’s authority over its rebellious suffragans. In 1154, Pope Anastasius IV sent to Dubrovnik a legate a latere who obligingly excommunicated the recalcitrant bishops of Drivast, Ulcinj and Kotor.35 Dubrovnik then obtained confirmation of its claims from Popes Adrian IV in 1158 and Alexander III in 1167.


In fact, the Ragusans appeared to be on course for unqualified victory. But then, on a visit to Zadar in March 1177, Pope Alexander III (1159–1181) bestowed the pallium upon the (arch)bishop of Bar and placed the bishoprics of Upper Dalmatia under his authority. This was a disaster for Dubrovnik, and it turned out to be a decisive one. The emergence of a strong state of Serbia under the Nemanjić family at the end of the twelfth century and the subsequent imposition of Orthodoxy over much of the region meant that Rome would never fundamentally reconsider its decision. Sandwiched between Split on the one hand and Orthodoxy on the other, Dubrovnik’s archbishops would be left to rule over the faithful of the Ragusan state.


Dubrovnik’s metropolitan authority was, however, for a time at least more acceptable in Bosnia. The Ragusans’ close commercial relations with Ban Kulin had their counterpart in ecclesiastical ties. As metropolitan for the see of Bosnia, the Dubrovnik archbishop appears to have been a tolerant, indeed compliant authority. The bishops of Bosnia were local clerics, locally chosen, using the Slavonic liturgy, having it seems been unaffected by successive decrees intended to impose Roman practice. For example, in about 1189 the archbishop of Ragusa is recorded as having consecrated a certain Radigost as Bosnian bishop. And, ‘not being literate in Latin or anything other than Slavic, when he made his oath of fealty and allegiance to his metropolitan, he did it in the Slavic language.’36


These rather liberal arrangements, though, were unsatisfactory both to the Hungarian-Croatian kings, intent on asserting control over Bosnia, and to the archbishops of Split, who had their own reasons to try to wrest sees from their Ragusan counterparts. In 1192 the King of Hungary persuaded the pope to remove Bosnia from Dubrovnik’s metropolitanate and transfer it to Split – though in practice the Bosnians continued to look to their old authority. To the general charge of lax administration levelled against the archbishop of Dubrovnik were more dangerously added, between 1199 and 1202, accusations that Ban Kulin was giving refuge to heretics in his dominions. At a Bosnian Church Council in 1203, attended by an archdeacon from Dubrovnik rather than any representative from Split, reforms were promulgated which temporarily averted the danger of outside ecclesiastical or military intervention.37


By contrast with the obscure and – if the Hungarians were to be believed – doctrinally suspect circumstances of the Church in Bosnia, the Ragusan archbishop presided in Dubrovnik itself over a strongly and exclusively Catholic city-state. As regards its ecclesiastical administration, it was highly centralised, there being no other parishes than that based on the Cathedral, its archbishop and chapter. The archbishop himself was usually elected by the cathedral canons of Dubrovnik, often from among distinguished foreigners deemed able to advance the Ragusan church’s interests; for example, one of the most doughty defenders of Dubrovnik’s rights against Bar was the Venetian-born Tribunio, who ruled as archbishop between 1153 and 1189.38 In fact, of the twelfth century Ragusan archbishops only one hailed from Dubrovnik – archbishop Bernardo, who proved in Ragusan eyes the least satisfactory of all.39


Venice Takes Control


By the beginning of the thirteenth century Ragusa had, therefore, emerged as a successful commercial community. It had established links with both its neighbouring states and more distant towns. It had its own civic institutions and its own archbishop – even if the scope of his metropolitanate was somewhat depleted. This achievement was a tribute not just to Ragusan resourcefulness but also to the fact that Imperial Byzantium had over the centuries – perhaps largely inadvertently – served tiny Dubrovnik’s interests very well. When it was in the ascendant, Byzantium had been a generally benevolent but conveniently distant protector. The decisive decline in its influence after 1180 had already caused Dubrovnik problems in dealing with a rejuvenated Serbia, which harboured ambitions to control the Adriatic towns. But it was Byzantium’s sudden collapse at the hands of the Venetian-financed knights of the Fourth Crusade which was fatal for Dubrovnik’s early prospects of effective independence.


The background to the Fourth Crusade consisted of a potent mix of high-and low-mindedness. The pope, Innocent III, had sought a new Crusade in which the combined strength of Western and Eastern Christendom should be brought to bear against the Infidel. The crusaders themselves, though, were imbued with a rankling Western resentment against Byzantium. They were also motivated by the immediate requirement to obtain effective passage – which they felt should on this occasion mean maritime passage – to the Holy Land. Venice for its part, under its blind, aged, crafty Doge, Enrico Dandolo, wanted to punish Byzantium for its past obduracy, exclude rivals from trade and secure a dominant position in the Levant; its unmatched naval capability gave it a unique opportunity that it now exploited ruthlessly.


Accordingly, in 1202, in exchange for agreeing to transport the crusaders and to postpone demands for payment of the impossibly large sum originally promised to them by the naive organisers of the Crusade – and without the knowledge of the pope – the Venetians persuaded the knights to seize Zadar for them from Hungary. The city was duly taken that November, the crusaders and Venetians spending the winter there. The following year the Venetian navy transported the crusaders to Constantinople where, after the failure of negotiations and various upheavals within the city, they finally seized and plundered it. Venetian sea-power had been crucial to the siege’s success and the Venetians had still not been paid: so they demanded and obtained recompense. This took the form of a three-eighths share of Byzantium’s territories. A further aspect of the deal was that Venice’s Tommaso Morosini was made Patriarch of Constantinople. On his way back with the Venetian fleet from Constantinople in 1205, it was this new Patriarch who secured the submission of Dubrovnik to Venetian rule.40


Doubtless Venice would have seized Dubrovnik in any case, once it was offered such a promising opportunity. But a rift in the Ragusan governing group made the task much easier. Perhaps in response to the disorderly conditions in the region at the time and the end of even nominal Byzantine overlordship, the then-count of Dubrovnik, Damjan Juda, began to act the tyrant. It seems to have been an affair very similar to those in which the podestà of numerous Italian city republics were prompted to overthrow their communal institutions. Rich and temporarily popular, Juda did not give up his office after six months as custom then required, but held on to power for two years. He also intimidated his opponents by introducing soldiers into the city. So his son-in-law, a wealthy merchant with friends in Venice, organised a conspiracy against him among the leading Ragusan nobles and persuaded them to give him the authority to invite the Venetians to Dubrovnik in order to overthrow their count. The Venetian Patriarch of Constantinople then tricked Juda onto his ship and took him prisoner, whereupon the latter in despair at his predicament committed suicide by beating his head against the ship’s hull. A Venetian count was appointed to take his place.41 A new era in Dubrovnik’s turbulent history had begun.





THREE


The Serenissima’s Subjects: Dubrovnik Under Venetian Rule (1205–1358)


Coming to Terms with Venice


The Ragusans in later years would have little that was pleasant to say about Venice, and their reflections upon the century and a half they spent under Venetian rule were no less jaundiced. Viewed more objectively, however, the balance looks different. For each obstacle that Venice placed in Dubrovnik’s way it also provided, if only in its own interests, corresponding advantages; and when the Serenissima did reluctantly abandon its former subjects and future competitors to their own devices, Ragusa was more capable of successfully maintaining an autonomous existence than it would have been without those long years of irksome Venetian tutelage.


Each of the first two Venetian counts of Dubrovnik served for two years. But their successor, Giovanni Dandolo, then served continuously until 1230, and under him the Ragusans started to chafe. A sign of this was that in April 1226, Venice required Dubrovnik to send twenty named hostages drawn from its most distinguished families before the Feast of Saints Peter and Paul (29 June). But no hostages arrived. So in October Venice renewed the demand, now increasing the number.1 Then in 1231 Giovanni Dandolo returned to Venice (probably having been expelled), and in his absence Dubrovnik resumed effective charge of its affairs, appointing as vice-count (potknez) one of its own nobles, Andrija Dobrana. Dobrana, during his short spell of control, concentrated on negotiating trade agreements with Italian towns, notably Rimini, Ferrara and Fano. But splits and dissensions flared up so badly among the Ragusan nobility that it was agreed to ask for a new count to be sent from Venice.2


The terms imposed by Venice on Dubrovnik in 1232 usefully summarise the main aspects of the relationship between the two, as well as pointing significantly to the future. Some of the requirements were simply designed to ensure Venice’s continuing political hold. Three times a year laudes in honour of the Doge and Patriarch would be sung in Dubrovnik’s cathedral. All Ragusans of thirteen years of age and over must take an oath of loyalty to the Doge, and to each new count every ten years. If the Doge came to Dubrovnik he must be received with due honour. If he wished to stay in the archbishop’s palace the Ragusans must make it available or, if he chose to reside somewhere else, they must find him another suitable house. Similarly, the Doge’s envoys must be properly received and accommodated. Every All Saints Day (1 November) Dubrovnik would send to the Doge personally 12 hyperperi and 100 hyperperi to the Venetian Republic; on the same day, the Venetian count in Ragusa would be paid 400 hypeperi.3 Each year, twelve hostages drawn from illustrious Ragusan noble families would be chosen, six of whom would stay in Venice for half the period, to be exchanged for the others for the following six months. Dubrovnik would henceforth choose its archbishop from among Venetian clerics and, as long as the pope agreed, he would be subject to the Venetian Patriarch of Grado.


The new terms also regulated military relations. Whenever the Venetians sent a war fleet into the Adriatic in the zone north of the Durrës-Brindisi line, Dubrovnik must provide proportionate armed assistance. If a Venetian fleet of thirty ships and more was involved, this proportion was specified as one thirtieth. Venetian preoccupation with the threat of piracy – and Venice’s well-founded suspicion that the Ragusans were not beyond striking mutually advantageous deals with pirate chiefs – is shown by the provision whereby Dubrovnik must not receive the notorious Kačići and the men of Omiš or other pirates in the town. If the Venetians sent their galleys against these pirates, Dubrovnik must also send a ship with 50 well-armed soldiers.


But the most significant provisions were those relating to trade. On goods brought to Venice from ‘Romania’ (that is to say, the lands of the defunct Byzantine Empire) the Ragusans were to pay dues of 5 per cent by value. On goods from the kingdom of Sicily they would pay 2.5 per cent and on goods from ‘beyond the Sea’ (Egypt, Tunisia, the Barbary Coast) 20 per cent. The Ragusans could send in total four merchant ships a year to Venice, each with a capacity of 70 miliara : over and above that, a flat rate of 20 per cent was payable.4 But the most important provision was that on goods from ‘Slavonia’ (that is to say, Serbia, Bosnia, Croatia and Dalmatia) the Ragusans need pay no customs dues at all. In peacetime the Ragusans would be allowed to trade freely from the Gulf of Corinth westwards, but when and where Venetians were forbidden to trade the Ragusans could not trade either. In Venice itself the Ragusans were not permitted to do business directly with foreigners.5


These conditions, on which Dubrovnik once more acknowledged rule by Venice, are revealing of the latter’s intentions during the whole period up to 1358, and to some extent beyond. Venice was not a classic imperial power. It showed no desire to send Venetian nobles or soldiers to Dubrovnik, beyond the count and his company. It was unconcerned with altering Dubrovnik’s sense of identity or its institutions, though it had an effect on both. Its interests were commercial and, only insofar as successful commerce required, military. As for the military value of Dubrovnik, this is fairly obvious: it was a crucial staging post on the way from the Adriatic to the Levant with which, after the Fourth Crusade, Venetian fortunes were so closely linked; Dubrovnik was also the only Dalmatian sea-power which might help Venice repress the piracy that flourished along that coast.


Whatever the Ragusans in their frustration may have felt, Venice had no desire – at least while it remained in control – to throttle Ragusan trade. Dubrovnik was after all not just a competitor, it was an offshoot of the Venetian Republic, and it would be less valuable and more vulnerable if it were neglected. In fact, what Venice wished to achieve throughout the Adriatic was to enforce the ‘staple rights’ which all medieval towns tried in a more modest way and with more limited scope to impose: this required that all trade in the surrounding area take place at the staple town where dues and taxes were payable. Although Venetian ‘lordship of the Gulf’ had its own special, splendid ritual – the ‘marriage’ of the Adriatic to the Venetian Doge symbolised by a golden ring cast into the sea – it was only an ambitious application of staple rights.


In practice, the requirement that all trade take place in the Venetian Rialto market was evaded, particularly by the towns of the middle and lower Adriatic. For example, Venice never succeeded in bringing Ancona fully within the system and effectively came to accept that.6


A similar attitude was taken by the Venetians towards Dubrovnik. The Serenissima did not, as the terms of 1232 illustrate, seek to impose a closed and exclusive staple system, which would anyway have been un-enforceable. But it did lay down certain specific prohibitions – notably, those against trading with foreigners in Venice and against sending more than four shiploads of goods a year. In a later period the trade in salt and grain would also be subject to close control.


The most important concession made by Venice at this time was, of course, the provision whereby the Ragusans need pay no dues on goods imported from the Slavic hinterland – a reversal of the earlier position.7 There is no reason to think that the change resulted from either wise statesmanship on behalf of the Venetians or even a strong demand on behalf of the Ragusans: it probably represented a simple recognition of the difficulty of enforcing the original provision. In any case, with so many more lucrative and less perilous opportunities for gain, the Venetians were doubtless happy to abandon the Slavic hinterland, with its unpredictable princes, barbarous peasants and incomprehensible language, to the Ragusans. Be that as it may, the decision had far-reaching consequences.


By checking the expansion of Dubrovnik’s maritime commerce and forcing it to look towards the overland trade with the interior, Venice helped assure Dubrovnik’s future survival. It was the fund of knowledge and connections that the Ragusans built up in the Slavic hinterland that would allow them to fit so well into the plans of any power that dominated the Balkans – even, in future centuries, an Islamic superpower. Dubrovnik had also, as it were, the benefit of breathing with two lungs: when either maritime conditions on the one hand or the circumstances of the overland trade on the other proved especially difficult, it could turn elsewhere for sustenance until the difficulties passed. The commercial and political uniqueness of Dubrovnik at its zenith was thus that it was firmly ensconced in both the Balkan and the Mediterranean worlds.


This, of course, is to anticipate. For most of the thirteenth century Ragusan resentment against Venetian lordship manifested itself in a series of disputes and revolts. After the final return to Venice of Count Giovanni Dandolo there was a time when Dubrovnik was ruled instead by two potknezs: certainly, in 1235, when it made agreements with Rimini and Ravenna, Dubrovnik was not recognising Venetian suzerainty. The following year, however, the Ragusans sent envoys to make their submission once more to Venice, which was agreed on very similar terms to those of 1232, and a new Venetian count was sent. In 1251 Dubrovnik rebelled once more, returning to Venetian allegiance the following year. Again in 1266 the Venetian count was expelled after he had decreed the exile of some Ragusans, and Dubrovnik had to despatch an embassy to Venice to excuse its actions and receive another count. Disputes between the town and its Venetian counts continued over what the latter claimed was due to them, as did Dubrovnik’s attempts to escape or minimise the military demands made by Venice itself.8



Conflicts with Serbia



Venice’s main value to Dubrovnik lay in the protection it offered – above all, against the Serb rulers who frequently threatened the town. The Venetians rarely involved themselves directly. But the Serbs must have recognised that in the last resort Venice would never allow Dubrovnik’s existence or prosperity to be imperiled. The two main points of dispute continued to be the territorial limits and cultivation of the Ragusan Astarea and issues of ecclesiastical jurisdiction.


Dubrovnik found itself at war with successive Serb rulers during the thirteenth century. Of these, Stefan Uroš I (1243–1276) was probably the ablest and certainly the most assertive. He could also draw upon the resources which the rapid development of Serbia’s mineral wealth provided. Uroš’s two main external imperatives were to assert Serb control over Hum and to resist pressure from Hungary, to which his disagreements with Dubrovnik were peripheral. But naturally the Ragusans did not see matters in this light and disliked him even more heartily than his predecessors.9


The old points of contention – both territorial and ecclesiastical – continued to rankle, and finally war broke out in 1252. Uroš’s army attacked the town, a specific Serb war aim being to prevent Dubrovnik’s building new walls to enclose the most recently settled area, the suburb of St Blaise (later called Garište). The Ragusans sought to resolve the dispute by diplomacy. Dubrovnik’s envoys had secret instructions to stir up as much dissension as possible at the Serbian court if Uroš proved obdurate – which he did. The failure of their mission led to renewed conflict, this time centred on territory disputed between Ragusans and Slavs in the fertile area of Župa Dubrovačka, where each side engaged in mutually destructive raids on the other’s property.


Dubrovnik had more to lose in this kind of skirmishing – if only because it could make more profitable use of peace – and so sought to bring to bear outside pressures. Doubtless with the support of Venice, the Ragusans accordingly negotiated a full military alliance with the Tsar of Bulgaria. The treaty’s practical results were a disappointment to Dubrovnik, but its terms are revealing of the scale of Ragusan self-confidence and ambitions. Formally at least, it was a treaty between equals which somewhat improbably envisaged Ragusan forces seizing Serb-held towns and fortresses and handing them over to Bulgaria. Dubrovnik’s longer-term economic concerns were expressed in the provisions for its merchants to trade freely through the lands of the Bulgarian Tsar and for maintenance of its monopoly of salt sales between the rivers Bojana and Neretva.10


Faced with the threat not just of Bulgarian intervention but of trouble in Hum, whose ruler Dubrovnik had also drawn into its diplomatic web, and doubtless fearful of pressing too hard an enemy enjoying Venice’s protection, Uroš made peace in 1254. The new agreement sought once more to regulate the territorial issue, guaranteeing the Serbian king his rights over the contested fields and vineyards but allowing the Ragusans, with his special permission, to farm land not presently under cultivation. War, however, broke out again in 1265. Apparently, Uroš sought at this time to have Dubrovnik recognise his rather than Venice’s suzerainty, but in spite of the conflict between Venice and Dubrovnik in 1266 about the latter’s expulsion of its Venetian count, the offer was decisively refused. The next peace treaty (in 1268) instituted the tribute called St Demetrius’s Revenue (Svetodimitarski dohodak), whereby the Ragusans undertook to pay the Serbian king 2,000 hyperperi a year.11 It thus placed on a systematic basis the payment by Dubrovnik of substantial bribes in order to be left in peace by the Serbian rulers.


In 1275, however, there was yet another war with Uroš in which the Serb army plundered the houses and wrecked the vineyards outside Dubrovnik and tried unsuccessfully to take the town itself. On this occasion, the Venetian count proved more useful, leading a Ragusan army to victory over the Serbs in one engagement Venice’s direct involvement induced the king to agree a new peace.


In 1276 Uroš was overthrown by his son Stefan Dragutin (1276–1282), with whom Dubrovnik maintained good relations until he too was pushed aside by his brother Stefan Uroš II Milutin in 1282. During Milutin’s long reign (1282–1321) there was one war with Dubrovnik (in 1301), as usual provoked by territorial disputes, but relations were clearly a good deal better than with his father.12


Ecclesiastical Conflict


This chronicle of an apparently endless and almost indistinguishable succession of wars and peace treaties reveals one aspect of Ragusa’s relations with Serbia. But that relationship was also conducted at other levels, one of the most important of which, as has been mentioned, was ecclesiastical.


The Serb population had become increasingly Orthodox as Catholic influence had waned. The Catholic bishop of Hum, whose see was in theory based in Ston, had left to live on the Ragusan island of Lokrum in the early thirteenth century. The ruler of Hum proposed instead that Dubrovnik send one of its own clerics to his lands, though he demanded 200 hyperperi in exchange. Whether for financial or other reasons, Dubrovnik refused. Similarly the Catholic bishop of Trebinje was forced by Uroš to abandon his see. He too later moved to Lokrum, where he became abbot of the monastery and also a canon of the Ragusan chapter. In 1275 he was appointed by the pope to be Archbishop of Dubrovnik.13 Future Catholic bishops of Trebinje, finding conditions impossible in their nominal see, adopted the practice of taking refuge on the little island of Mrkan, where from 1296 there stood a Benedictine monastery. Finally, in 1456, the bishop definitively settled in Dubrovnik – leaving Mrkan to continue to be used as a quarantine station – and was duly compensated with a house and garden in the city.14


The Serb rulers also remained determined to support the claims of the bishopric/archbishopric of Bar against Dubrovnik, so as to maximise their influence over Zeta. Moreover, as time passed, the population became ever more hostile to Dubrovnik’s claims. In 1247, during a vacancy at Bar, an envoy from the Dubrovnik archbishop arrived to proclaim the latter’s rights. He was shouted down, and when he adduced the authority of the pope the people cried: ‘What is the pope? Our lord, King Uroš, is our pope!’15


The archbishop of Dubrovnik’s authority was also under pressure in Bosnia. The earlier challenge represented by Split for control of the Bosnian archbishopric had been overcome, principally through local refusal to acknowledge Rome’s decision in Split’s favour. But in the 1220s the papacy, at Hungarian prompting, again began to take a close interest in Bosnian doctrinal deviations.


How, when and whence heresy came to Bosnia is obscure. Also unclear is the relationship between Bosnia’s heresy and its schism, that is, between the (probably quite small) number of educated people who had fallen into dualist error and the (much more significant) schismatic Church of Bosnia, which had its own structure and hierarchy.16 The kings of Hungary had a strong interest in promoting Rome’s wish to root out heresy, because they sought to reassert control over the effectively independent bans of Bosnia and religious zeal provided a convenient justification for doing so. The resulting Bosnian ‘crusade’ of 1235–36 was initially quite successful. Even Dubrovnik, whose archbishop had nothing to do with the enterprise, decided to suspend its relations with the Bosnian ruler, Ban Ninoslav. Friendly contacts between the ban and the Ragusans soon resumed, however, for the attempt to impose Catholic orthodoxy on Bosnia by means of Hungarian soldiers and Dominican friars was shattered when the Tatars invaded Hungary.


From now on, form and substance in Bosnia’s ecclesiastical affairs were almost entirely divorced. The pope pressed ahead between 1246 and 1252 with transferring the Bosnian bishopric from the archbishopric of Dubrovnik to the Hungarian archbishopric of Kalocsa. But the bishop of Bosnia was in any case never able to administer his see and simply resided at Djakovo in Slavonia, while in Bosnia itself a schismatic Bosnian church was now firmly established. Such Catholic influence as was brought to bear continued to come from Dubrovnik and later from the Franciscans.17


Territorial Expansion


Philip de Diversis, Dubrovnik’s Tuscan schoolmaster, would later write that ‘while almost all other peoples strive by war, by force, by the sword, by arms and by deception to increase their dominions, that community of Dubrovnik has expanded its territory peacefully and in a friendly fashion.’18 This was, in actual fact, something of an oversimplification: in particular, it underrated Dubrovnik’s single-minded ruthlessness in achieving its territorial objectives by any combination of means available. But it is fair to say that the Ragusans proved particularly skilled in finding opportunities to advance their interests in highly unpromising circumstances.


Those circumstances were rarely less favourable than during the reign of the Serbian King Stefan Uroš I. Yet it was now, some time before 1272 (the date of the great Dubrovnik Statute), that Dubrovnik acquired the island of Lastovo. The place had had a violent and unsettled early history. At the end of the tenth century, when it was under the suzerainty of the Croatian kings, it sheltered a nest of pirates who resisted fiercely the Venetian force launched against them by Doge Pietro II Orseolo. Lastovo’s history is then obscure.19


In 1240 Dubrovnik sought to employ the authority of Venice in order to acquire Lastovo, along with the islands of Mljet and Korčula. On this occasion, the Ragusans failed. Some authorities claim that Lastovo was finally sold to Dubrovnik by King Uroš. But the introduction to the Lastovo Statute clearly states:


Be it noted that when the men of Lastovo gave themselves and the island of Lastovo to the commune of the city of Ragusa... the commune of Ragusa swore to maintain them in all their ancient customs which they have among themselves...


In fact, it seems likely that Dubrovnik merely purchased from the Serbian king any rights he claimed as ruler of (part of) Hum, while the main transaction was that by which the Dubrovnik government offered its protection to the men of Lastovo, who under certain specified terms agreed to accept Ragusan rule.20


The island which Dubrovnik thus acquired, lying some 90 miles to the west, was always the least accessible of its possessions. With a surface area of 3,860 hectares, it was hilly and heavily wooded and had one important harbour, at Ubli on its western shore. It was fertile, but there was a lack of fresh water, and in the absence of natural springs the inhabitants had to rely heavily on cisterns to catch the rain. The islanders were largely peasant property-holders and fishermen, stubbornly attached to their rights and customs. The chronicler Razzi regarded them as tough and courageous, and, to judge from the number of priests (on which he also remarked) and the number of churches, which can still be seen, exceptionally devout.21 Jakov Lukarević, writing somewhat later, enthused like Razzi about the island’s rich soil that produced such excellent wines, oil and fruit. He even likened its vegetation to that of Madeira. Lastovo’s waters, full of fish, also produced red, white and black coral, on which a prosperous little industry was based for centuries.22


The Venetian count (and in later times the Ragusan Rector) appointed his own representative – a count or knez or potknez or vicarius – to rule the island, including its offshore islets and reefs from Sušac to the Vrhovnjaci. This agent was obliged each year to bring from Lastovo to the count in Dubrovnik live hawks, dead rabbits, and suitable women to serve in his household. The count of Lastovo was entitled to levy a tithe of corn and wine and other profits for his own benefit. Over time, the demands of the Dubrovnik count increased: he insisted on his own share of corn, wine, fines and the profits from the tiny islands off Lastovo on which sheep were found temporary grazing. The Lastovo count, in order to meet these demands, correspondingly increased the burdens on the islanders, who in 1308 appealed to the Doge in Venice for relief. The Doge abolished all the existing dues and taxes and instituted instead a remuneration of cash and hawks to go from Lastovo to the count of Dubrovnik, whose own count on Lastovo would henceforth receive a salary. The profits of justice and other profits would all remain with the community of Lastovo. The Ragusan Great Council confirmed these arrangements in 1313 and the men of Lastovo similarly gave their consent.23


Ragusan attempts to use Venetian power in order to gain control over the islands of Korčula and Mljet also continued after 1240. The family of the Venetian count of Dubrovnik, Marsilio Zorzi, had in the previous century acquired an hereditary claim to Korčula which he managed to assert successfully after his appointment to Dubrovnik in 1254. He accordingly ruled Korčula for several years as its count. The Zorzi family were still established on Korčula in 1358, when the ties between Dubrovnik and Venice were definitively cut; but the family’s claims had not, it seems, benefited the Ragusans, who continued to plot (albeit unsuccessfully) in the next century to bring the island within the scope of their Republic.


Mljet was a very different case. In practice, it was firmly under the lordship of its Benedictine abbey, which was naturally more likely to look to Catholic Dubrovnik than to the island’s notional secular overlords, the Orthodox Serb rulers of Hum.24 Dubrovnik continued to try to have its own control more clearly established over the island, which was also formally within the Ragusan archdiocese. Finally, in 1301, on the occasion of war with the Serbian King Stefan Uroš II Milutin (1282–1321), the Great Council of Dubrovnik authorised the seizure of Mljet and appointed a count to rule it.25


Although not as distant as Lastovo, Mljet was still far enough from Dubrovnik not to be extensively colonised by Dubrovnik’s noble families. It was, however, greatly loved by the Ragusans, who were making bequests to its abbey from the late thirteenth century and who came, as did both other Catholics and Orthodox from much further away, to pray before the holy treasures possessed by its abbey, particularly the famous painting of the Gospa od jezera (‘Our Lady of the Lake’).26 For Serafino Razzi it was the island’s claim to be Melita (otherwise believed by bible scholars to be Malta) – the place where, according to Chapter 28 of the Acts of the Aposdes, St Paul was shipwrecked and later bitten by a viper – that was most exciting.27 Jakov Lukarević, who also mentions the famous Madonna, described the island as mountainous and difficult for arable farming, but excellent for viticulture – Razzi, too, admired its powerful red wines. It produced plentiful fruit, livestock and wood. Its potential for iron ore was, however, underdeveloped because the inhabitants preferred the life of fishermen.28 It fell to Dubrovnik to regulate the affairs of Mljet when, in 1345, the island’s peasantry rose in revolt against the monastery’s feudal exactions. The archbishop of Dubrovnik, Ilija Saraka, mediated, and the resulting agreement was enshrined in the Statute of Mljet which firmly ensconced the community within the Ragusan state. The peasants were given full title to the land they had been working in exchange for 300 hyperperi a year and a chicken from each household on St Blaise’s day.29


The most important Ragusan territorial acquisition was, however, that of the Pelješac Peninsula (also known as Stonski rat, ‘Ston Point’). This was the first occasion when Dubrovnik fully demonstrated what would be regarded as its almost legendary diplomatic virtuosity, by dabbling in other powers’ conflicts to advance its interests. After the death of the Serbian king Stefan Uroš II Milutin in 1321, a civil war had broken out and with it a weakening of Serbian central control over the state’s outlying regions, among them Hum. Different noble families struggled to assert themselves there, and of these the Branivojevići came out on top. Most important from Dubrovnik’s point of view, the Branivojevići had control over Pelješac. The family quickly proved unruly neighbours, preying on Dubrovnik’s merchants. The new Serbian ruler Stefan Uroš III Dečanski (1321–1331) was unwilling or unable to check their activities, and so both the other local nobles of Hum and the Ragusans – who doubtless already had other ends in view – called upon the ban of Bosnia, Stjepan Kotromanić, to intervene.30


Dubrovnik now agreed a full-scale military alliance with Kotromanić against the Branivojević family, proceeded to wage an effective campaign against them, and even captured one of the Branivojević brothers. The Bosnian and Ragusan forces were completely successful. But it was the Pelješac peninsula, along with a strip of land from Trebinje across Popovo Polje and the coast (Primorje) up to Ston, which most interested Dubrovnik. This territory remained in the hands of the Serbian king. So it was on the latter, rather than on the Bosnian ban, that the Ragusans now primarily focused their diplomatic attentions.31


Luckily, in King Stefan Uroš IV Dušan (1331–1355; Tsar after 1346) Dubrovnik found someone with whom it could deal. Dušan’s interest lay in expansion towards the south, rather than in drawn-out conflicts over Pelješac. Dubrovnik also made good use of its friends at the Serbian ruler’s court, whom it generously rewarded. Dušan accordingly agreed to yield to Dubrovnik his rights to Pelješac, to the strategically important little island of Posrednica lying off the mouth of the Neretva, and to Primorje, all in exchange for a cash payment of 8,000 hyperperi and an annual tribute of 500 Venetian ducats.


The Bosnian ban, though, proved less accommodating. He yielded to Dubrovnik the rights he claimed over Pelješac (which he did not in practice hold) in exchange for an annual tribute of 500 ducats. But he refused to relinquish his rights to Posrednica and the coast from the Neretva to the Dubrovnik Astarea (which he did actually hold). This presented Dubrovnik with a vexing problem: it would have to try to defend and settle the Pelješac peninsula without having overland access to it.


Nor was this the end of the matter as regards Dušan, for in 1334 he quarrelled with the Ragusans over the non-payment of his 8,000 hypeperi and seems also to have had second thoughts about the conditions under which he was prepared to see Dubrovnik administer Pelješac. In the agreement which settled the dispute the Ragusans had to pledge that they would not harbour the Serbian king’s subjects and would allow his official to seek them out if they arrived on the peninsula; they promised to allow Serbian Orthodox priests to continue to serve the Pelješac churches; and they undertook to prevent the region’s inhabitants serving in Ragusan armies, if Dubrovnik was at war with Serbia. Whether Dubrovnik honoured the first and third of these conditions is unclear: but it certainly never abandoned its intention of Catholicising the peninsula, as events subsequently showed.32


Dubrovnik had not acquired Pelješac by agreement with the inhabitants (as it had in the case of Lastovo), but rather by purchase from the territory’s feudal lords. Consequently, unlike with Lastovo, it did not feel bound to respect the wishes and interests of the existing inhabitants. Indeed, it assumed from the first that the local population could not be trusted. The population were either Orthodox (that is, ‘schismatics’) or members of the shadowy Bosnian Church (that is, ‘heretics’), for neither of whom the Ragusans had the slightest sympathy. As the anonymous Ragusan chronicler dismissively noted, the men of Ston and Pelješac ‘did not believe in God or the saints, but in dreams, fortune-tellers and enchanters.’33 The district was, moreover, extremely exposed and difficult of access. Although fertile – it would produce some of the region’s finest wines – and productive – the salt pans at Ston would become an important source of state revenue – it would not for many years be sufficiently secure to attract a satisfactory immigration from Dubrovnik. For all these reasons a forceful strategy was required.


The government consequently decided upon full-scale colonisation according to an elaborate but effective system intended to ensure both a fair allocation (according to the prevailing social criteria) of land, and speedy settlement of it. In 1333 Dubrovnik, therefore, divided up the farmland of the peninsula (excluding Ston) into thirty units called ‘tens’, each of which broke down into ten ‘parts’, each of which was itself subdivided into four ‘quarters’. The parts were then allocated by lot to Ragusan noble families. For each of these parts the landowner must pay two ducats a year to the state to be used for the peninsula’s fortification and defence. That decision was somewhat modified later in the same year: an eighth of the territory was now formally allotted to the non-noble citizens of Dubrovnik, though in practice they seem to have received somewhat less. Nothing, however, was given to the existing inhabitants, who were merely expected to contribute their labour as demanded. Three nobles were, therefore, appointed to divide up the peasants of Pelješac among the new Ragusan landlords, so that they could be called upon to perform all the work required. The new owners were forbidden to alienate their land for the next ten years. They were also discouraged from bequeathing it to the church. A special cadastral register was drawn up containing the decrees relevant to the settlement of the peninsula, listing the owners of the different plots of land and precisely describing the latters’ location.


In practice, the work of allocating land went more slowly than the government envisaged. The commissioners responsible concentrated on the most vulnerable territories first – the land around Ston and that on the northwestern part of the peninsula. A revolt by the local peasantry in 1335, which resulted in Dubrovnik’s conceding that the inhabitants should not be expelled from their homes by their new landlords, also retarded progress. Furthermore, the landlords themselves were often reluctant to go and cultivate the property they had been granted and had to be threatened with punishment when they failed to do so. Only in 1344 was the remainder of Pelješac allocated, and still further revisions were made in the 1390s. In other words, it took some 60 years for the full process to be completed. But, that said, it represented a very considerable – if hardly very humane – achievement, which not only provided the continuing basis for control over the peninsula and the increasingly important Ston but also a model for the later similar treatment of Primorje (acquired in 1399) and Konavle (acquired in 1419 and 1427).34


Shifting Allegiance: the End of Venetian Suzerainty


The good relations which Dubrovnik enjoyed with the Serbian Tsar Dušan seem to have been valued on both sides. Whereas in its dealings with his predecessors Dubrovnik found it necessary from time to time to rely on the support of its Venetian suzerain, it now felt able to conduct an independent diplomacy whose success was amply demonstrated by the acquisition of Pelješac. It is possible that the greatest of the Nemanjić rulers was also temperamentally better able to appreciate the wealth and sophistication of the Ragusan state. His first visit to Dubrovnik had been made in May 1331, shortly before he ousted his father Dečanski. He was received with great hospitality and valuable gifts and seems to have stayed in the Count’s Palace (the Knežev dvor). In 1346 Dušan had himself crowned Tsar in Skopje. Naturally, Ragusan envoys were present at the occasion.


In 1350 the Dubrovnik government, learning that Dušan – who had been waging war against Bosnia – would be in their vicinity, invited him once more to visit the town. Detailed preparations were made to deal with this distinguished visitor. Dušan was asked to limit his escort to 100 men, but that still required a special effort to make adequate provision. Ragusan nobles were chosen to organise food for the tsar’s men and horses, and a special tax was levied on the landowners of Pelješac and Ston to pay for the presents he would be given. Two ships were despatched to bring Dušan, his wife and young son from Cavtat to Dubrovnik’s harbour. The royal party disembarked on 13 November, walking across a small bridge specially erected to bring them to the Knežev dvor.35 The Serbian tsar, oblivious it seems to the finer differences between the Catholic and Orthodox Churches, made generous donations to the church of St Stephen (his martyred namesake), to the new church of St Blaise (whose miracles during the Black Death had still further reinforced his cult in Dubrovnik) and to the nuns of St Clare. The tsarina also made votive gifts of her pearls and jewellery, and at her request the Clares were granted by the government of Dubrovnik revenues from taxes levied on fish and from other dues. Before they left, the imperial couple were given bales of woollen cloth to deck out their courtiers at home. Dušan’s visit only lasted three days, but it made a great impression, reflected in the Ragusan chroniclers’ subsequent awestruck accounts. He was, (as Ranjina puts it), ‘... a pious and great warrior’.36


Dušan’s political achievement proved fragile, and after his death the Serbian state soon began to decay. But Dubrovnik used its good relations with the new ruler, Tsar Stefan Uroš V (1355–1371), whom it had entertained so lavishly as a boy, to persuade him in April 1357 to grant what his father had always refused – the territory stretching from Ljuta in Župa to Petrovo Selo above Rijeka Dubrovačka. This was the land which lay on the frontier of Astarea rising up to the first high ridge, and it had been a constant source of friction between Ragusan farmers and their Serb neighbours.37


As on Pelješac, the business of division and settlement in Župa was carried out with great thoroughness. A commission of ten nobles, none of whom owned property there, was appointed by the Ragusan Great Council in 1362 to ‘examine, confirm and define’. Local witnesses were interrogated about the precise assets involved. Then in 1366 began the actual dividing up the territory into ‘tens’. The process of allocation was still continuing three years later.38


This acquisition in Župa had represented the last territorial concession Dubrovnik would be able to gain from the rulers of Serbia, and in this sense it marked the end of an era. Even more so, however, did the events which were now taking place along the Dalmatian coastline, where Venice and Hungary were locked in a struggle that was approaching its climax.


The rivalry between the two powers had its origins in the early twelfth century and it had continued with alternating shifts of advantage ever since. The key to the conflict was Zadar, which rebelled repeatedly against Venetian rule. A particularly virulent revolt broke out in 1345 and the Hungarian king, Louis I of Anjou, sent troops to the city to support it. But Zadar could not hold out, and after a long siege Venice regained control, destroyed its sea-walls and imposed a harsh regime on the inhabitants. Having become embroiled in the affairs of Naples, Louis accepted an eight-year peace with Venice in 1348. But it was only a matter of time before the conflict was renewed.39


Initially, the Ragusans were not much affected by the rivalry between Venice and Hungary. Dubrovnik was, of course, committed to provide military assistance to its Venetian suzerain; but it was a past master at resistance by procrastination and argument. For example, in March 1324, when instructed by the Venetian Doge to provide two fully equipped galleys to join the Venetian fleet in its campaign against the Emperor of Byzantium, the Ragusan Senate decided to reply that this could be done, but Venice must pay: they would, of course, have met the cost if they could have afforded it, ‘... but God knows that the Ragusan Commune is in such poverty that it cannot afford to arm those ships at its own expense’.40 In August 1345 the Ragusan Great Council took rather more seriously a Venetian demand to despatch an armed galley and crew to join the siege of Zadar.41 Further demands from Venice, now at war with Genoa but fearful of Hungary, were made, debated and probably accepted by Dubrovnik in 1350. By 1355 Dubrovnik, however, again felt able to be obstructive. In spite of Venetian demands and the pleas of the Venetian count, Dubrovnik claimed that Venice had not in fact armed at its own expense the thirty galleys required to trigger Dubrovnik’s contribution. (This latest Venetian military activity was prompted by awareness of the likelihood of renewed fighting with Louis of Anjou, now that the earlier eight-year peace had expired.)


Apart from its grumbling about the Serenissima’s military demands, Dubrovnik had not shown any recent signs of wishing to liberate itself from Venetian suzerainty. But as it looked ever more likely that Venice would face a crushing defeat at the hands of Hungary, the Ragusan patriciate began to examine how best to advance its own and Dubrovnik’s interests. In 1356, with the (in fact premature) news that war had resumed, a party in Dubrovnik’s Great Council urged the pursuit of a more assertive policy towards Venice. They wanted the Venetians to concede to Dubrovnik the right to choose its own count and to accord greater economic privileges to Ragusan merchants, placing them on an equal footing with those of Venice.


Venice’s military position rapidly deteriorated with the renewal of full-scale hostilities in 1357, as the Dalmatian towns fell one by one into Hungarian hands.42 In Dubrovnik the anti-Venice party’s demands now became still more strident. Indeed, some nobles over-reached themselves, going too far for their more cautious colleagues. One of their number, Mato Menčetić Mencijev, was in October exiled by a majority of the Great Council to the island of Hvar for a year and a day and deprived of his right to sit in the Council or hold office for two subsequent years, for making a speech attacking the Venetian count. The need for caution was doubtless reinforced by the arrival of two Venetian special commissioners. They were well received and their suggestions as to how to improve the defences of Ston were accepted. At the end of December Dubrovnik renewed its oath of fealty to the Doge and even expressed regret at the loss of Zadar. In January 1358 Venice was desperate enough to grant Dubrovnik what it had always previously refused, namely all the civic and commercial rights enjoyed by its own citizens.43


But by now Dubrovnik had glimpsed the prospect of far greater autonomy under a different protector. So at the start of February 1358, while the Venetian count was still in situ, it was decided to send an embassy to King Louis. The precise circumstances of the departure of the last Venetian count, Marco Superanzio, from Dubrovnik are unclear. The Ragusan chroniclers suggest that he was sent off in a friendly fashion – though he certainly left in a hurry because the Ragusans had to send his belongings on after him. The strategy, it seems, was to distinguish Dubrovnik in Venetian eyes from the other ‘proud and rustic’ Dalmatians who had rudely ejected Venice’s representatives: indeed, in order to reinforce that distinction, which the Ragusans hoped might yield future commercial benefits, the bold decision was taken to send an envoy to Venice to minimise the rift.44 But for all the diplomatic niceties the days of Venetian rule were over.





FOUR


A Kind of Independence: Dubrovnik’s Autonomous Development Under Hungarian Suzerainty (1358 – c. 1433)1



Dubrovnik and Louis I of Hungary


Ragusan diplomatic finesse, first evident in the manoeuvrings preceding Dubrovnik’s acquisition of Ston and Pelješac in 1333, was applied still more effectively in the negotiations with King Louis at the Hungarian royal court in Višegrad in 1358–59. It was all the more notable because the hand which the city’s government and diplomats had to play was not obviously strong, while that of the Hungarian king after his crushing victory over Venice could hardly have been stronger. By the Peace of Zadar of 18 February 1358, Venice renounced in Hungary’s favour all its claims to Dalmatia from the Kvarner down to Durrës, specifying by name each of the Dalmatian islands, territories and towns – including Dubrovnik. The formal position from the Hungarian viewpoint was quite simple: the ‘Kingdom of Dalmatia’ had now at last been restored by conquest to the Crown of St Stephen. But there the clarity ended; for ‘Dalmatia’ was a term of varying and ambiguous political and geographical significance. Dubrovnik was in a general sense clearly part of it, and indeed had long been so considered.2 More specifically, it had been a part of Venetian-controlled Dalmatia for a century and a half. By contrast, it had never been within Hungarian-controlled Dalmatia at all. And so unlike the other Dalmatian towns, it had never been riven by struggles between pro-Hungarian and pro-Venetian factions: the unity and cohesiveness of its patriciate was, in fact, distinctly un-Dalmatian.


It is on the face of it surprising, therefore, that Dubrovnik accepted so easily the Hungarian claim to it as part of the newly conquered Dalmatia. It seems likely, however, that what mattered to the Ragusans at this stage was reality not theory, and that realism suggested giving an immediate warm welcome to the assertion of Hungarian claims. Dubrovnik always needed outside protection and was always ultimately prepared to swallow its pride and pay real or symbolic tribute to one or other great power in order to obtain it. Moreover, the easiest power to deal with was – as it had been with Byzantium in the past and was with Hungary now – one both sufficiently distant and sufficiently different not be always intervening in Ragusan business. This was particularly the case for Dubrovnik in its present state of development, that is, as a rapidly growing commercial power but a relatively weak military one. Louis I of Hungary was thus in all respects likely to prove a more satisfactory lord than the Doge of Venice.
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