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Abstract

In the collective imaginary of the Croats the notion “antemurale christianitatis” is very much present up until today. This is certainly the consequence of centuries-long warfare on the Hungarian, Habsburg and Venetian borders with the Ottoman Empire, from the fifteenth to the nineteenth century. The so much praised and proudly emphasized above-mentioned notion during this period was in fact a gloomy and harsh reality for the Croatian lands and people, coupled with all possible kinds of existential threats. The price paid for all this was very high, both in political, as well as in economic and demographic terms.
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In the collective imaginary of the Croats the notion antemurale christianitatis (Croatian Predziđe kršćanstva) is very much present up until today. This notion has its long history in medieval Christendom. The first one who used it was the most important theologian and church leader of the twelfth century, Bernard of Clairvaux, referring to the French garrison in Edessa defending it from the Muslim Seljuks.
 Needless to say, this metaphor had its significance primarily in the context of creating a strict and absolute delimitation towards the unwanted adversary. The ones who defend this wall are therefore sacrificing themselves for the common Christian cause, emulating the role of Christ who sacrificed himself for others, for the whole humanity. Medieval sources, both in Croatia and elsewhere, contain many similar metaphors to that of antemurale, such as propugnaculum, scutum, clypeus, murus, munimentum, or praesidium. On the other hand, the delimitation of Christendom towards the east started to be ever more present in the collective imaginary of European medieval elites from the 13th century onwards, from Pope Inocent III (1198-1216) who was the first who frequently mentioned the notions terrae Christianorum and fines Christianitatis. During the three centuries that followed these notions became ever more defined.
 

The usage of the antemurale metaphor during the fifteenth and the sixteenth centuries in Croatian sources had a twofold significance. It could be used to emphasize either religious or cultural differences, or both at the same time. This was usually coupled with warnings to Croatia’s western neighbors, i.e. Italian and Austrian states and provinces, that they will certainly share the unfortunate fate of the Croatian lands if they do not assist in the common anti-Ottoman defense.
 The frequent usage of the antemurale metaphor (and later myth) until today is certainly the consequence of centuries-long warfare on the Hungarian, Polish, Habsburg and Venetian borders with the Ottoman Empire, from the fifteenth to the nineteenth century. This motif was mostly spread in Croatia, Hungary and Poland, where essentially the same terminology was used.
 Moreover, the Croatian and Hungarian nobility from the fifteenth until the nineteenth century used the antemurale slogan as a very important element of their ideological and political unity.
 

Honorary and flattering titles such as antemurale, primarily constructed by the papal curia and formulated in various above-mentioned variants, were frequently used in papal correspondence with different Christian rulers and peoples on the Ottoman borders during the fifteenth and the sixteenth centuries - from the Baltic to the Black Sea and the Adriatic Sea. It is thus no wonder that all present-day nations in the region (Poles, Hungarians, Croats, Serbs, and Romanians alike) later constructed as part of their self-image that they were the sole or at least the most important defenders against the Ottomans, who saved Christian Europe from the hoofs of the Turkish horses. Hungary was called for the first time antemurale by Enea Silvio Piccolomini (1405-1464), later Pope Pius II, in 1440. Italian humanist Francesco Filelfo (1398-1481) used the term Christiane Republicae propugnaculum for Poland in 1444 for the first time, in connection with the Battle of Varna.
 In Serbia, the antemurale motif and myth is primarily associated with the Battle of Kosovo, in 1389, and in Romania with the successes of the Moldavian voievod Stephen the Great (1457-1504) in his anti-Ottoman struggle.

In today’s Croatia, the role of this region as a forefront of western Christianity started to be first mentioned in connection with the Bosnian heretics, in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, as well as in connection with the Mongol invasion in 1241/1242.
 Until the second half of the fifteenth century the Republic of Dubrovnik (Ragusa), located on the border of the Orthodox and later Muslim world, developed a similar motif in its political propaganda and diplomatic efforts.
 According to Ivo Žanić, from the fifteenth century onwards the antemurale motif started to be ever more present in medieval Croatian lands on three levels. On the level of the Hungarian-Croatian Kingdom one encounters explicit references to medieval Slavonia as a "shield of Hungary" by King Władysław II Jagiello, in 1496, and by Maximilian of Habsburg, in 1498. The Croatian lands were at the same time a part of the larger area of East Central and South East Europe, the actual forefront of Christendom both in political and spiritual terms. And thirdly, Croatian magnates, prelates and military commanders started to identify themselves ever more, personally and as elite groups, as an antemurale Christianitatis.
 According to Ivan Jurković, who thoroughly researched the migrations and mobility of the Croatian magnates, nobles and population in the analyzed period, the Croatian estates started to use the forefront metaphor for themselves for the first time in their letter to Maximilian of Habsburg, after the disastrous Battle of Krbava Field in 1493.
 The first explicit mention of it Jurković dates to September 1522, at the Reichstag in Nuremberg, when Count Bernardin Frankapan petitioned for help, reminding his hosts that "Croatia is a shield of Christianity" (Croatiam ipsam christianorum scutum).
 A year later, in 1523, Bernardin’s son Count Krsto in his letter to Pope Hadrian VI emphasized that Croatia is a murus ante murale of Christianity, particularly of Carinthia, Carniola, Istria, Friuli and Italy.

At this point, one should confront the above-mentioned imagery and stereotypes with the reality of Croatian-Ottoman relations in the closing part of the Middle Ages, starting with the beginning of King Matthias Corvinus’s rule in the Hungarian-Croatian Kingdom, in 1458, and ending with the Battle of Mohács, in 1526. First of all, one should tackle the political and military impact of the Ottomans on Croatia. One has to mention that the contemporary Republic of Croatia comprises territories of the late medieval kingdoms of Dalmatia, Croatia and Slavonia, as well as parts of late medieval Hungary, Habsburg and Venetian Istria, and the territory of the former Republic of Dubrovnik (Ragusa). This analysis will focus on the late medieval kingdoms of Dalmatia, Croatia and Slavonia, the backbone of today’s Croatia. If one compares the situation at the beginning and at the end of the period analyzed, there is an easily observable change on the map. In the beginning the Ottomans did not rule over any part of the three mentioned kingdoms. However, by 1526 they already had conquered large parts of late medieval Croatia and significantly curtailed the districts of several Dalmatian communes. The territorial conquests happened mainly during the last decade and a half, from 1512 to 1526, during the reigns of sultans Selim I and Suleiman the Magnificent. If one examines the events in greater detail, the usual pattern of Ottoman strategy in conquest and the tactics used are clearly visible. Firstly, there were frequent raids of Ottoman auxiliary troops, in pursuit of booty and slaves, coupled with burning to the ground of the enemy’s fields and their overall infrastructure. These repeated devastations significantly managed to weaken the economic, demographic and military potential of the adversary. The final phase always engaged huge Ottoman armies of cavalry and infantry, with the aim to finally conquer already completely “prepared” territory.
In the Croatian case it took several decades for the Ottomans to reach that final stage. One can distinguish several important turning points during that period. In 1463 the Ottomans conquered medieval Bosnia. King Matthias responded with a counteroffensive and managed to re-conquer parts of Bosnia (the later banats of Jajce and Srebrenik), consolidating, expanding and strengthening the defensive system of fortresses on the kingdom’s southern borders, which King Sigismund had already started to build in the first half of the fifteenth century.
 Despite all of its weaknesses, this defensive system for the most part successfully performed its function until 1512. Despite this, from 1463 the central parts of medieval Croatia and the hinterland of Dalmatian towns became almost completely exposed, due to the lack of natural obstacles (great rivers and the like) between Bosnia and Croatia. The Ottoman raiders regularly plundered those regions almost every spring and summer from 1465 until the end of the 1470’s, during the Hungarian and Venetian war with the Ottomans (1463-1479).
 After the truce of 1483, the next decade offered some relief to the Croatian defenders. However, by conquering the remains of Herzegovina, in 1482, the Ottomans put strong pressure on the Croatian coastal areas from Split to the mouth of the Neretva River. They even managed to conquer and hold parts of this territory until the end of the fifteenth century. 
The next great blow came in September 1493. In the ill-advised and badly planned attempt to block the return to Bosnia of the huge Ottoman army that plundered Austrian and present day Slovenian lands, which was heavily loaded with booty and slaves, the Croatian noble army led by ban (viceroy) Emerik Derenčin (Derencsényi Imre) suffered a crushing defeat at the Krbava (Corbavia) Field.
 The worst thing for Croatia was that the backbone of its noble army had been broken and many nobles, both lesser ones as well as the magnates, were killed, executed after the battle, or taken into slavery. Although this heavy defeat did not result in any additional Ottoman campaign, the devastating consequences for Croatia were immediately felt. Contemporary sources agree that the defeat at Krbava Field had huge consequences for the nobility in medieval Croatia, and that nearly every noble household lost at least one member.
 Coupled with this was the widespread sense of despair and fear. Moreover, Croatian nobles gradually started from then onwards to loose faith in the help offered by their king and the central authorities, although King Władysław II Jagiello did what he could objectively do in the given circumstances. This in turn resulted with the fact that the leading noble circles started to try to find alternative solutions. They mainly requested help and protection from the Habsburgs or from the Venetians. Such attempts were becoming ever more frequent as time went by. By the end of the period in question the leading magnates and even some of the bans were practically Habsburg men or Venetian condottieri (for example, ban Ivan Karlović). After 1526, new political solutions were therefore prepared for quite some time in advance among the Croatian political elites of the time and did not come as a surprise. 

From 1493 to 1512, the Croatian lands did not witness major wars or attacks from the Ottomans, with the exception of the Venetian-Ottoman war from 1499 to 1502, which was localized in the hinterlands of Dalmatian towns (the main war having been fought in modern day Greece). The districts of Dalmatian towns, however, suffered devastation, particularly the areas of Zadar (Zara), Šibenik (Sebenico) and Split (Spalato). During this war the Ottomans managed to conquer the coastal town of Makarska, south of Split, with its surroundings. They also approached by the sea near the town of Trogir (Traù) and conquered parts of Šibenik and Trogir districts also.
 Although King Władysław II and his kingdom remained neutral in the war and the Ottoman higher authorities repeatedly instructed their military commanders not to plunder the royal territory of medieval Croatia, such examples however occur in the sources. Everything turned for the worse following Sultan Selim I ascension in 1512. The Ottoman authorities judged the situation on the Croatian side of the frontier to have become ready for the final blow - territorial conquest. The precondition for this was the successful conquest of the banate of Srebrenik, in 1512. Already in 1513 the Ottomans managed to conquer several Croatian fortresses in the hinterland of Split. In 1514 they conquered the most important Croatian fortresses in the hinterland of Zadar. The second turning point was Sultan Suleiman’s successful assault on Belgrade, in 1521. During 1522, 1523 and 1524 the Ottoman troops conquered the most important remaining towns and fortresses in medieval Croatia [Knin (Tinin), Skradin (Scardona), Ostrovica and Sinj). The fortress of Klis, in the immediate vicinity of Split, remained the last southern Croatian fortress that resisted the Ottoman assault in 1524. The core of early medieval Croatia south of the Velebit Mountain fell almost entirely into Ottoman hands. On their way from Belgrade before the Battle of Mohács, in 1526, the Ottomans conquered parts of southern Hungary which are today located in eastern Croatia, namely the region of Srijem (Szerém) with its important center in Ilok (Újlak), and the town of Osijek (Essek).

Six decades of more or less intensive warfare on the Croatian-Ottoman border had serious economic and demographic consequences for Croatia. The Ottomans inflicted heavy blows due to their strategy and tactics of burning everything down to the ground, because of the dominantly agrarian economy in the late medieval Croatian lands. This was also true for the Dalmatian communes with their relatively narrow districts, the exception being Zadar. Throughout the Middle Ages this fact made the importing of grain and other agrarian products necessary for their very survival. As those districts shrank in size due to the Ottoman attacks and conquests, the problem of supply was becoming ever more acute. Consequently, throughout the sixteenth century Dalmatian towns were becoming ever more dependent on Venice for their supplies, even for the most basic commodities.
 On the other hand, the territory of medieval Croatia was particularly hard hit in the period analyzed. The destruction of crops, burning, pillaging and looting meant that for the serfs and free peasants in particular, but also for the lesser and the middle nobles, survival in their old seats became almost impossible. Therefore, migrations towards safe havens started after the fall of Bosnia in 1463, and intensified following the Battle of Krbava in 1493. It reached even greater proportions from 1512 onwards.
 The beginnings of this process are visible from the extant sources, for instance the urbarium of the Modruš manor in central Croatia, written down in 1486.
 According to it, many of the previously inhabited peasant plots were already abandoned. The demographic consequences of migrations, which were directed towards medieval Slavonia, Slovenian and Austrian lands, Hungary, today’s Slovakia and Italy, were huge. Recent research of Croatian historians, economists and historical demographers came to the conclusion that the Croatian population’s percentage as part of the overall world population was halved during the last five centuries.
 The Ottoman period of Croatian history undoubtedly contributed to this to a great extent.
Late medieval Slavonia, together with the adjacent parts of southern Hungary which are today in Croatia, was a socially and economically more developed area in comparison to medieval Croatia. It had more advanced agriculture, a greater number of important urban centers, as well as more numerous and flourishing oppida (boroughs). The process of commutation of dues in labor and kind to monetary payments gained significant momentum throughout the fifteenth century. The economic and demographic consequences of Ottoman attacks and raids were not as heavy as in the south, at least until the end of the period in question. However, the same devastation occurred in the following decades of the sixteenth century, when exactly this area became the primary target of destruction and territorial conquest, coupled with similar consequences as several decades earlier in Dalmatia and Croatia.
From the second half of the fifteenth century, due to an ever more important Ottoman presence in and around the Croatian medieval lands, the Ottoman motif became frequent not only in official documents, but also in Croatian literature and other narrative sources of that time. The heathen from the East became thus one of the dominant topics of Croatian literature throughout this and the following period. The earliest important text vividly describing the devastating consequences of early Ottoman attacks was written by a Šibenik noble citizen Juraj Šižgorić. One of his best known poems Elegia de Sibenicensis agri vastatione, written in 1477, probably describes, according to Tomislav Raukar, the events connected with the Ottoman raids in the Dalmatian hinterland in 1468-1469.
 The central part of the poem is the most vivid and the most interesting one from a historical point of view. It clearly reveals the importance of the Ottoman cavalry in the attacks, near complete mobilization of the defending male inhabitants in the region, as well as Ottoman tactics of razing everything to the ground, coupled with all kinds of atrocities imaginable.
 The Elegia is also one of the most important documents of literary representation of the Ottomans in Croatian literary culture of the Late Medieval and Early Modern Period. It takes place at the very beginning of constructing a Croatian version of the grand European anti-Ottoman narrative. Moreover, it includes almost all important stereotypical Christian attributes ascribed to the Ottomans until the seventeenth century, such as drinking, homosexuality, ferociousness and cruelty, but also skillful military campaigns and the conquest of Greece.
 
One of the charters written down in the Zagreb cathedral chapter in January 1478, although not in literary form, suggests an essentially similar picture regarding the Ottoman incursions in medieval Slavonia at approximately the same period. In 1477, the same year in which Šižgorić’s incunabula appeared, Koriolan Cipiko from Trogir published his memoirs (Petri Mocenici imperatoris gesta) about the recent Ottoman-Venetian War (1470–1474).
 Texts of a similar kind written in medieval Croatia are rarer, at least ones dating from the second half of the fifteenth century. The most important and well known are surely the notes of a certain priest Martinac, written in 1493, immediately following the Battle of Krbava Field.
 He managed to briefly describe all the hardships that the medieval Croatian lands had to endure, due to the fact that they were on the frontline of anti-Ottoman defense. Martinac, like Šižgorić earlier, described the gloomy reality. It was marked with looting, arson, “sacrileges of all kinds”, as well as the dragging of young people, women and children into slavery. In the first half of the sixteenth century all this led to a development of a whole new genre in late medieval Croatian literature, namely the so called “Speeches against the Turks”.
 They were written down after being read in front of the high dignitaries in Europe, such as the popes, members of the papal curia, Reichstag of the Holy Roman Empire, etc. The authors were various Croatian magnates and prelates, as well as Renaissance writers from the Dalmatian towns. 
One might conclude that the so much praised and proudly emphasized notion antemurale Christianitatis during the period analyzed was in fact a gloomy and harsh reality for the Croatian lands and people, coupled with all possible kinds of existential threats, to which Croatian societies only partly and with limited success managed to respond. It is, however, true that in the long run the core of the Croatian lands and people remained preserved and the Croats later partly managed to recover and retake some of their ancestral lands. However, the price paid for all this was very high, both in political, as well as in economic and demographic terms. The Croatian lands shared the fate of other border societies on the outer edges of the great empires.
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