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Introduction


A Short History of Albania and the Albanian People by Nicolae Iorga stands as one of the earliest comprehensive attempts to trace the history of the Albanian people from their origins to the early twentieth century. Originally published in French in 1919, the book introduced a Western audience to the history of a little-known yet fascinating land at a pivotal moment in European history.

Nicolae Iorga wrote this small book at the end of World War I, a period marked by significant geopolitical upheaval. The Treaty of Versailles, which would reshape the map of Europe, was being signed, and Iorga sought to make a compelling case for the recognition of Albania, a nation that had only declared its independence from the Ottoman Empire seven years earlier. Iorga is often regarded today as a cultural nationalist, using culture and history to legitimize national claims and foster a sense of identity.

According to his biographer, Nicholas M. Nagy-Talavera, Iorga perceived “Albania as a kind of ‘balcony on the Venetian Sea,’ (the Adriatic Sea). Whatever sympathy Iorga felt toward Italy, he always recognized that the long eastern shore of the Adriatic is inhabited by Slavs and Albanians, who are most unhappy about Italian pretensions.”1 This perspective highlights Iorga’s nuanced understanding of regional dynamics and his advocacy for the Albanian people.

Nicolae Iorga was one of the most eminent historians of the twentieth century. Born in Botoșani, Romania, on June 5, 1871 (old style), he pursued his education at the University of Iași, Romania’s cultural capital, before furthering his studies in Paris, Berlin, and Leipzig, where he earned his doctorate in 1893. Over his lifetime, Iorga published more than 1,000 books and 12,000 articles, making him one of the most prolific historians in world history.

While Iorga is best known for his extensive work on Romanian history, he was an erudite scholar who produced a wide range of works covering various aspects of European history, including masterful studies on the Byzantine2 and Ottoman Empires. His scholarship was characterized by its breadth and depth, reflecting a profound commitment to understanding and documenting the past.

Iorga’s interest in Albania was not solely academic; he had a personal connection as well. His family had emigrated to the Principality of Moldavia from Greece in the early 1700s. The earliest recorded mention of his ancestral name was Galeongiul, suggesting Albanian roots. This personal link may have fueled his interest in Albanian history and culture. Active in Romanian politics, Iorga sometimes faced derisive remarks from political opponents who would refer to him as an Albanian, underscoring his perceived connection to the Albanian people.

Despite these personal connections, Iorga remained a steadfast Romanian patriot. His sympathy for the Albanian past was largely rooted in its Thracian origins. Iorga sought to explore the connections between the Romanian and Albanian peoples, emphasizing their shared Thraco-Illyrian heritage. This common ancestry is reflected in certain words unique to both languages. During the late 1930s, before the Italian invasion of Albania, Iorga even attempted to establish an institute in Albania dedicated to studying these ancient connections.

Available in English for the first time, Nicolae Iorga’s A Short History of Albania and the Albanian People is significant both as a work of cultural nationalism and as an early scholarly effort to outline the history of Albania. Iorga’s work helped define the Albanian nation, providing a historical framework that legitimized its national claims. His scholarship offered a detailed account of Albania's past, from its ancient Thraco-Illyrian roots to its struggles for independence in the early twentieth century.

Iorga’s book serves as a testament to the enduring relevance of history in shaping national identities and fostering cultural understanding. By tracing the historical trajectory of the Albanian people, Iorga highlighted the resilience and continuity of a nation that had long been overshadowed by more dominant regional powers. His work underscores the importance of historical scholarship in giving voice to marginalized and overlooked communities, offering them a place in the broader tapestry of human history.

Nicolae Iorga’s A Short History of Albania and the Albanian People remains a foundational text in the study of Albanian history. Written at a critical juncture in European history, the book provides a comprehensive and sympathetic account of the Albanian people's journey through time. Iorga’s dual role as a cultural nationalist and a rigorous historian allowed him to craft a narrative that both legitimized Albanian national claims and contributed to the broader understanding of European history.

The availability of this work in English opens new avenues for appreciating Iorga’s scholarship and the rich history of Albania. It serves as a reminder of the power of historical narratives in shaping our understanding of the past and informing our present. Through Iorga’s meticulous research and profound insights, readers gain a deeper appreciation of Albania’s unique heritage and its place in the world.

A.K. Brackob

 




Author’s Preface


At a time when the Albanian question is again posed and when the representatives of the oldest people — along with the Basques — in all of Europe ask that their right is recognized to a homeland, which they hope to lead in the direction imposed by the postulates of modern civilization, at a time when Italy — which very much has the right to do so — takes an interest in the fate of its half-brothers in the Balkans, I have been asked to provide a summary of the history of this old and tragic Albania. 

In 1913, I taught some lessons on Albanian history for a whole year at the Institute for the Study of Southeastern Europe in Bucharest. I had not yet had the chance to publish the Romanian text, which had been typed up.

These lessons have served as the basis for the slim volume presented here, not for the experts, who know nearly everything which is contained in these pages, but for a public — today assessing political processes — to which the new scientific data, enriched very recently by abundant information, has not yet been revealed.3

I hope that, by these submissions, this book will serve the cause of national justice and that, which is so closely linked to it, of civilization itself — each nation having its place in the spiritual and material life of the whole of humanity. 

Nicolae Iorga

 




I
Origins


The preface to the collection of deeds and regesta relating to Albania which three very erudite Austro-Hungarians, Messrs. Jireček, Thalloczy and Šufflay, began to publish some years ago, attempts a definition of Albania.4 This definition would have made little sense to an Albanian of the old generation, attached above all to his gens or clan.

Undoubtedly, from the viewpoint of language, as much as race, we can distinguish the limits of habitation of an Albanian nation, while from the viewpoint of certain historic memories, there also exists a common consciousness, superior to that of clans. In terms of dialogue, the Ghegs in the north and the Tosks in the south have long been distinguished. Old traditional names, like that of the Malissores or the Mirdites, have been kept until today. We can also attempt a grammar of the Gheg dialect and the Tosk dialect, considered in their specific individuality, but a history of the Northern group differentiated from that of the Southern group is as impossible, in anything other than a purely local sense, as that of a history of the Malissores and Mirdites. 

And yet, when we wish to fix the borders of historic Albania, we come up against, beyond the difficulty caused by migrations and the invasive rivalry of races on the same territory, and the fact that this Albania which has for some time tried to reconstruct itself has never in the past existed as a single state, subject to the same single national authority. 

The greatest hero of the race, Scanderbeg, the valiant chevalier of Christianity in the fifteenth century — and he had started out as a Muslim, whether through free choice or compulsion — had, beyond the sentiment of adherence to his family and his group, that of the political and religious mission which he fulfilled, but, disposing of elements of different nations, Albanians, Slavs, Greeks, Latin and Orthodox, he had no very clear consciousness of representing the long past and possible future of a nation. 

However, from the viewpoint of the editors of these old documents concerning medieval Albania, the territorial limits are more or less indifferent. This is a people which, while being closely attached to its land, which it fiercely defended against any foreigner, often transcended its boundaries without seeking a new dispensation and without wishing to give a broader territorial basis to its existence. What is intriguing then is not this territory itself, whether broader or narrower, nor the towns, mostly belonging to foreigners, nor the villages scattered amongst rocks or lost in the mountain valleys, but rather the vitality of an admirable conserving energy and an astonishing strength of resistance, which forms the interest of the history of the Albanians and explains their current existence. 

For some, the studies of philologists concerning the names of localities in the Balkan peninsula, as well as on the other side of the Adriatic Sea, up to the coastal region of the Tyrol, have succeeded in fixing the territory over which the old race of Illyrians, from whom today’s Albanians are undoubtedly descended, extended. But the language whose elements can be recognized in the nomenclature of these regions has not been spoken for centuries — the descendants of the Illyrians have loaned to their brothers and cousins, to their more numerous and more advanced neighbors, living in fertile regions open to the outside world, a new dialect, that of the Thracians. The descendants of these Thracians came to speak Greek, Slav, or the Romance Latin of the Romanians today, whereas the Thracian language has remained the exclusive attribute of the Albanians, the Romanian language having retained only a very small group of words borrowed from the idiom of these ancestors. 

The Thracian spoken by the Albanians is a terse, concise language of combat and command disdaining the harmony of vowels, letting harsh consonants clash as in an armed conflict. As there has been an influence of Latin, due to the political and military invasion of the Republic and of the Empire, significant infiltrations occurred in the cities along the coast, which became completely Roman. Latin elements penetrated into Albanian, and these elements are so numerous, broadly embracing all the notions of a higher civilization, that we can rightly consider Albanian as a semi-Romance language, though these words have undergone, in passing through the throats of rough Balkan warriors, modifications which give them the same abrupt aspect that forms the barbarous yet imposing character of this language. Turkish, Slavic, Greek and Italian words have then been added to this primitive base. 

The Latin words that we find in the Albanian language do not however always cover, as is the case with Romanian and all the Romance languages, basic notions belonging to the cycle of nature, the human body, daily life and thought. The original Thracian basis indubitably forms the base of the language, in the same way that it is the basic element so far as race is concerned. The terms relating to the Christian religion can only be Latin because of the Western character that it has had from the beginning and which the new religious form was able to keep, despite Byzantine influences. Italian terms, Venetian nuances above all, are not lacking, as a consequence of the fact that the religion was later for centuries represented by missionaries, priests originating from the neighboring peninsula, and by Albanians who were their disciples.

The Latin basis of the Albanian language does not belong to the vulgar parlance, as we find it at the base of the Romance languages properly so called. It belongs to a more ancient and purer form of Latin. These words have mostly been borrowed, with corresponding notions, at the time when the Roman republic played on the Balkan side the same role played later in the same region by a conquering, colonizing Venice. The Greek historian of Republican Rome, Polybius, tells us in a very detailed manner about the wars waged by the legions against the Illyrian elements who posed a threat to navigation in the Adriatic Sea. The names of the queen Theuta and her husband, king Agron, ancestors of the Albanian chieftains of the Middle Ages and the modern era, are often found in the pages of the Greek historian of the Republic. 
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