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The forging and forgetting the cult of St. Jovan Vladimir in 
contemporary Montenegro
Emil Hilton Saggau

Section for Church History, Lund University, Lund, Sweden

ABSTRACT
After the fall of Communism, the Serbian Orthodox Church has 
experienced a significant revival, part of which has been the recol-
lection of past events, personas, sites and shrines in order to re- 
establish its position in the post-Yugoslav republics. One of these 
processes of recollection is devoted to the cult of St. Jovan Vladimir 
(d.1016) and the sites associated with him in southern Montenegro. 
This article analyzes the forging of this memorialisation in its mate-
rial form in the Serbian Orthodox Church as well as the erasure of 
rival processes of memorialisation. The reconstruction of memories 
and re-consecration of shrines is taking place across Eastern Europe 
today and the purpose of this study is to identify the key factors 
that determine the success or otherwise of such projects. It is 
focussed, in particular, on the ‘consecrating’ of four key sites closely 
related to the cult, all of which have been trans-national and trans- 
religious.
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Introduction

On 31 July 2005, two military helicopters belonging to the Serbian-controlled remnant of 
the Yugoslav Federation’s military crossed Montenegrin airspace carrying elements of 
a tin church. Below, on the ground, a procession had ascended the mountain of Rumija 
beforehand to prepare a foundation for the tin church using the bricks of an older, 
ruined, church. Around noon, the church’s various elements were assembled and the 
local Orthodox metropolitan pronounced his blessing upon the church, celebrating the 
liturgy carrying the centuries-old cross of St. Jovan Vladimir. The Church of The Holy 
Trinity devoted to Jovan Vladimir was thus rebuilt with the help from the air: 
a resurrection of the church, as foretold by a local folk-poem.1

The event was spectacular. The peak of Rumija is hard to access and the building of the 
church could only have been achieved with the aid of helicopters. However, the newly 
erected church was not greeted as a blessing by the local government or by other religious 
communities in the area. The peak and cult of Jovan Vladimir had, for centuries, been 
trans-ethnic and trans-religious; local Albanians, Croats, Serbs and Montenegrins from 
the Catholic, various Orthodox and even the Muslim communities were all invested in 

1A YouTube video has been published by the Metropolitanate in 2011; see Metropolitanate, Holy Mountain Rumija (serb. 
Света планина Румија). 2011. [https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=I3bhoOtz4pY, retrieved 19/10/2019]. 

This article has been corrected with minor changes. These changes do not impact the academic content of the article.
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the site. A former Montenegrin minister called the event a ‘stab with a bloody knife into 
the multi-ethnic being of Montenegro’,2 and other parliamentarians called for its dis-
mantling. The church, since it’s foundation on 31 July 2005, has become a source of 
considerable conflict between the government, religious communities and other various 
parties, even as the church remains standing on Rumija.3

The reconstruction of the church was not a single event, but one of many steps 
initiated by the local branch of the Serbian Orthodox Church in Montenegro – each 
one aimed at reviving the cult of St. Jovan Vladimir, following the 1000th anniversary of 
his death in 2016. The local metropolitanate has been slowly strengthened since the 
Milošević regime in 1989, and since then has begun a reconstruction of hundreds of sites, 
as well as the revitalisation of monasteries and public rituals. One of the largest of these is 
the cult of St. Jovan Vladimir. The past is invoked with powerful symbols and sites, to 
herald the confident return of the Church to Montenegrin life – as has been evident 
across former Communist-controlled Eastern Europe.4

This extensive infrastructure of memory, expressed in a range forms from pilgrim-
age, rituals, parades, liturgies, to icons and place-making, is analysed in this paper, in 
order to understand which key factors are integral to the successful revival of a given 
cult and re-establishment of shrines today. Across Eastern Europe a variety of such 
projects have been pursued and the material historiography informs the process defin-
ing this renewal.

The paper consists of four parts. The first is a short historical and political contextua-
lisation of the Rumija event and the area in question. This is followed by some theoretical 
and methodological reflections, leading to a section describing the associated geography, 
the cult, and its associated sacred sites. The final part of the paper is a closer analysis of 
four key sites and a following discussion of the factors which are used both to forge and 
forget certain aspects of the Jovan Vladimir cult in contemporary Montenegro.

Context – the return of Orthodoxy

The return of the cult of St. Jovan Vladimir after the fall of Communism follows 
a trajectory seen across Eastern Europe. The end of Communism meant a rewriting of 
history in order to serve the new political order in the region; the distinctively national 
past, its sites and personas were rehabilitated. Jovan Byford notes that the development 
was characterised by:

resurgent Christian churches [that] sought to establish authority in the ideological vacuum 
left behind by the decline of communism [which] was through participation in the re- 
evaluation of national history [. . .] confessional affiliation came to be regarded as an 

2Kilbarda, Novak. Amfilohije i kosovski mit. Mng. Amfilohije and the Kosovo myth, 2006. [https://novakkilibarda.word 
press.com/ja-i-amfilohije, retrieved 07/10/2019].

3Zorica Kuburić, ‘Serbian Orthodox Church in the context of state’s history’, Religija i tolerancija (Journal) XII (2014); Emil 
Hilton Saggau, ‘The revival of the Serbian Orthodox Church in Montenegro from 1990’, Sociološka Luča – Montenegrin 
journal for sociology (2019). An analysis of the media coverage of the event in detail is found in D. Pavicevic and 
S. Djuriovic, ‘Relations between Montenegro and Serbia from 1991 to 2006: An analysis of media discourse’, in Pål Kolstø 
(ed.), Media discourse and the Yugoslav conflict: Representation of self and other, 129–152.

4For examples of such place-making across Eastern Europe, see Eade, John & Katic, Mario (ed.). Pilgrimage, Politics and 
Place-making in Eastern Europe.
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important of national belongingness; religious rites were ubiquitous ingredient of national-
ist commemorative rituals.5

This was notable particularly in the case of former Yugoslavia and the Serbian Orthodox 
Church, as Byford’s study indicates.6 Mirko Blagojevič argued that the Serbian society 
and other post-Yugoslav nations had been effectively ‘desecularized’, with numbers of 
believers rising to above 90% in most parts of the region.7

In the small republic of Montenegro (which became independent from Serbia in 2006) 
this meant that the diminished branch of the Serbian Orthodox Church, the metropo-
litanate of Montenegro and the Littoral, would witness a strong revival in 1989. The 
number of clergy increased, hundreds of churches and monasteries were built or 
restored, and rituals, commemorations and liturgies returned to the public sphere. 
However, the metropolitanate was seen as an agent of Serbian nationalistic forces by 
many Montenegrin nationalists. They argue that the church was instrumental in the 
suppression of a Montenegrin independent ethnicity, language and even church organi-
sation prior to Montenegrin independence. In response, in 1993, a rival Montenegrin 
Orthodox church was established by the nationalists to counter the influence of the 
Serbian metropolitanate. This Montenegrin Orthodox Church has still not been recog-
nised by other traditional Orthodox churches, only succeeding in establishing a small 
community compared to the Serbian metropolitanate. Roughly 20% of the Montenegrin 
population supports the local metropolitanate, whilst around half the population sup-
ports the Serbian. The remaining citizens belong to the Muslim or Roman Catholic 
communities, or are affiliated to other minority religious groups.8

The Montenegrin government has, since the 1990s, begun a reconstruction of 
a Montenegrin nationhood in which the notion of a separate Montenegrin language 
and culture is predominant. This new notion of a Montenegrin nation is primarily 
established through the marginalisation of all that is Serbian, a process that has led to 
deep divisions between the government and the Serbian metropolitante from 2000 and 
onwards; it is a breach not yet healed. The outward symbol of this division has been the 
continual struggle over permissive rights to access sites and shrines, manifested in the 
head-to head between the former socialist government and the metropolitante in 2019– 
2020.9 The building of the church on Rumija in 2005, likewise, was an act that revealed 
the sharp divisions between the former government, the metropolitanate and other 
groups in Montenegrin society.

5Jovan Byford, Denial and Repression of Antisemitism – Post-Communist Remembrance of the Serbian Bishop Nikolaj 
Velimirović, 2.

6Ibid.
7Mirko Blagojevic, ‘Desecularization of Contemporary Serbian Society’, Occasional Papers on Religion in Eastern Europe 28, 

no. 1 (2008); Sabrina Ramet, ‘The Politics of the Serbian Orthodox Church’, in Sabrina P. Ramet, and Vjeran I. Pavlakovic, 
eds., Serbia since 1989 : Politics and Society under Milosevic and After.

8Jelena Džankić, ‘When Two Hands Rock the Cradle: Symbolic Dimensions of the Divide Over Statehood and Identity in 
Montenegro’; František Šistek, ‘Clericalization of Nationalism’, in András Máté-Tóth and Cosima Rughinis, eds., Religion 
and Society: Spaces and Borders :Current Research on Religion in Central and Eastern Europe, 118–130; Kenneth Morrison 
and Nebojša Čagorović, ‘The Political Dynamics of Intra-Orthodox Conflict in Montenegro’, in Ognjenovic, G., Jozelic, J., 
Ognjenovic, Gorana, and Jozelic, Jasna, eds., Politicisation of Religion, the Power of State, Nation, and Faith : The Case of 
Former Yugoslavia and Its Successor States.

9Saggau, ‘The revival of the Serbian Orthodox Church in Montenegro from 1990’; Andy Heil and Aneta Durovic, 
‘Montenegro’s Limited Coalition Hammers Away At Perilous Religion, Nationality Issues. Radio Free Europe 
(07.05.2021) [Accessed 23.05.2021: https://www.rferl.org/a/montenegro-coaltion-government-krivokvapic-religion- 
nationality-djukanovic/31242995.html]
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Theory – the convergence of religion, memory, geography and politics

The focal point of this study are the physical sites, the religious materials, and the social 
practice that constitute them. Each site is situated within a larger geographical, political 
or cultural sphere. The sites can be interpreted in a functionalistic analytical way, derived 
from religious studies, as an outlet for meaning and answering questions of identity (who 
we are? where do we come from? etc).10 The meaning of the site, however, is not fixed 
and needs constant interpretation.11 Such interpretation operates at an individual or 
collective level, taking forms in the creation of memory and history.12 Michel de Certaeu 
argues that historiography is a collective social practice, that can be characterised at two 
levels – one strategic and general, and the other tactical and local. The strategic is like the 
infrastructure of a city, and the tactical is comparable to the individual moving around 
this infrastructure daily, bending the rules and taking short-cuts.13

The sites in this study are all revered as sacred places, in which the numinous is felt as 
both terrifying and compelling (Rudolf Otto). Their sacred quality is derived firstly from 
the fact that the community regards them as such and, secondly, that the location holds 
within it a historical memory with substantial religious meaning.14 These sacred places 
form locations of memory (lieux de mémoire) and enable the social practice of memory.15 

Each site is not detached from the other sites, but instead forms an infrastructure of 
memory pertaining to a specific cult, person or religious community.

The creation of such an infrastructure is dependent not only on the location and 
material rituals attached to the person or community, but also the religious, political and 
demographic geography which surrounds it; in the production of memory, nation, 
religion, politics or pilgrimage each all overlap and converge; these different modes, or 
spheres of production, cannot be easily separated, but exist along each other.16 The 
creation of such a structure and the interpretation of it can take many forms and, as de 
Certeau notes, be the product of individuals or the hierarchy of a whole community. 
Because the focus is here on a large-scale infrastructure spread over the span of almost 30 
years, in which high ranking clerics have participated, the analysis will be limited to the 
‘strategic’ level of memory-production in the Serbian Orthodox Church in Montenegro.

Sara Dybris McQuaid argues in a study of memory politics that the following factors 
are crucial in the construction of a memory17

● violence (a victory, defeat, compromise)
● a political or cultural transition (e.g. from authoritarianism to democracy or from 

contested power to legitimate order)

10Detlef Pollack and Gergely Rosta, Religion and modernity: An international comparison.
11Philip Sheldrake, ‘Theorising Christian spirituality’, in Kunz, Ralph and Giselbrecht, Rebecca, eds., Sacrality and 

Materiality, 27–40.
12de Certeau, Writing of history.
13de Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life.
14Otto, Das Heilige, 4–27, 123–127.
15Nora, ‘Between memory and history: les lieux de mémoire’.
16Forbess, ‘Montenegro versus Crna Gora: The rival hagiographic genealogies of the new Montenegrin polity’, 50; Eade 

and Katic, Pilgrimage, Politics and Place-making in Eastern Europe, 8–9.
17McQuaid, ‘Notes on Studying Public Policies of Memory: The Parades Commission in Northern Ireland and the 

Institutionalization of Memory Practices’, 133–134.:
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● the existing political culture (i.e. the cultural constitution of political identities and 
activities)

the modes and materials for circulating memories between horizontal and vertical planes 
(i.e. between smaller social groups and the state).

In the production of an infrastructure of memory, there is not only the revival of 
rituals, re-writing of history and the constructions of sites and pilgrim routes, but it is 
also a process of forgetting and neglect.18 The construction of one memory means that 
alternative and competing narratives will be marginalised, rejected or even forcefully 
erased. In the former Yugoslav republics, this is perhaps most visible with the continual 
destruction of Communist sites and monuments. Božidar Jezernik provides an account 
of this in his study of monuments in Yugoslavia, in which he notes that the memories 
served ‘as a tool in the hands of politicians, history became past politics remembered, or 
perhaps even more frequently forgotten, for present causes’.19 This particular form of 
repression or forgetting can take various forms, which Paul Connerton, and Alida 
Assmann describe in detail.20 The analysis and final discussion will go further into the 
factors that play a determinative role in this particular case and those circumstances that 
seem to have been most crucial in shaping which sites have been forged and those which 
have been forgotten. The points of reference will be the factors McQuaid and Connerton 
highlighted as crucial in their study.

Methodology

The study has been formed as a material religious study, emerging from a broader study 
of Christian pilgrimage and sacred sites. The source materials are chiefly the forms of 
production in place-making and are therefore places, texts, the movement of pilgrims, 
and the social and political practice (rituals, statements, etc.) attached to these places.21 

The majority of sources are produced by the Serbian Orthodox Church in Montenegro 
and have been gathered on field-site visits in 2018 and 2019. Local clergy, individuals, 
academics and others have been interviewed and rituals and sites observed. The inter-
views will not be used frequently due to issues of anonymity, but they have been crucial in 
forming the analytical approach and the gathering of sources. Many of the points made in 
interviews with clergy are also published and these are used as points of reference in this 
paper. The field observations of sites and rituals will be used as materials for the analysis.

18There is of course a real difference between history and memory, since memories do not need to become historically 
correct? and can even be ‘anti-historical’, as Jovan Byford notes. Never the less, the production of memory is evidently 
connect to the re-writing of history, because historiographical works can strengthen a given memory or contest others. 
Se Jovan Byford, Denial and Repression of Antisemitism, 3–4.

19Jezernik, ‘No Monuments, No History, No Past: Monuments and Memory’, 191.
20Alida Assmann, Formen des Vergessens (Göttingen: Wallstein Verlag, 2016); Paul Connerton, ‘Seven types of forgetting’, 

Memory Studies (2008).
21John Eade and Micheal Sallnow, Contesting the Sacred: The anthropology of Christian Pilgrimage (London and New York: 

Routledge, 1991). See in particular Eade and Katic, Pilgrimage, Politics and Place-making in Eastern Europe, 8–10.
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The cult of St. Jovan Vladimir

The foci for this re-emerging infrastructure of memory are four key sites closely related to 
the cult and historical world of Prince St. Jovan Vladimir (d.1016). Vladimir ruled over 
the Montenegrin coastland, including southern Croatia and northern Albania, which had 
been the Eastern Roman province of Praevalitana with major cities such as Diokleia 
(outside today’s Podgorica), Dulcina (today’s Ulcinj), Antibari (today’s city of Bar), 
Suacium (today’s Šas), Skodra (today’s Skhödre) and the fortress Oblik. These provinces 
were the home for a Slavic-speaking population in the seventh-eighth century under 
Byzantine rule. The region was called ‘Diokleia’ (Greek: Διοκλεία) in the contemporary 
Byzantine sources (such the tenth-century De Administrando Imperio). Vladimir had 
emerged as the feudal lord of this region. Adjacent to his realm, the Bulgarian Empire 
under Tsar Samuil (997–1014) was expanding and invaded Vladimir’s realm at the end of 
the 997. Vladimir became a vassal lord of Samuil and was married to his daughter Kosara. 
Shortly after Samuil’s death in 1014, Vladimir was murdered by his wife’s cousin or 
brother-in-law, either Vladislav or Gabriel, as part of the war of succession to the 
Bulgarian imperial throne. A cult devoted to Vladimir emerged shortly after his death.22

A detailed description of his pious life and sacrilegious death is found in chapter 36 of 
the Chronicle of the priest from Duklja (Ljetopis’ Popa Dukljanina) written around the 
thirteenth century and probably by a clergyman from the city of Bar. The complete 
chronicle is an elaborate description of the Slavic rulers of Diokleia, the Voijeslav 
dynasty, with the intention of bolstering the dynasty’s claim to an independent royal 
throne of Diokleia and to the city of Bar’s position as a western archbishopric.23 The 
chronicle bears evidence of the early cult of Vladimir, which must have been well- 
established before the composition of the text. Chapter 36 of the chronicle contains the 
hagiography and vita of Vladimir and is, in its style, very different from the rest of the 
chronicle. This has been taken as evidence for the existence of an older vita that perhaps 
had been incorporated into the chronicle.24

Chapter 36 details how Vladimir was captured by Samuil and imprisoned in 997. 
During this captivity, Samuil’s daughter Kosara fell in love with the pious ruler. He was 
freed and married Kosara and was given the lordship of Diokleai. He was then killed 
(decapitated) in a church in 1016 after being tricked by his wife’s cousin during the war of 
succession. After his death, his wife took his body to a region called ‘Krajina, where his 
[Vladimir’s] court was, and interred him in the church of St. Mary’, following which she 
became a nun.25 Miracles began to occur and the locals began to revere him as a martyr. 
The icons of him shows him with his separated head in his hand and occasionally with 

22Roberts, Realm of the Black Mountain, 50–52; Fine, The Early Medieval Balkans, 192–194; Simon Malmenvall, Ruler 
Martyrs on the periphery of Medieval Europe (Belgrade: Faculty of Orthodox Theology, 2021), 53–60 for a full overview of 
the different versions. The oldest source for the incident is found in John Skylitze’s chronicles, which attributes the 
murder to Vladislav; see; see also John Skylitzes, Synopsis Historion, Chapter 16, 298–347 in Wortley, John Skylitzes: 
A Synopsis of Byzantine History, 811–1057.

23F. Sisic, Ljetopis’ Popa Dukljanina (Serb. The chronicle of the priest of Duklja) (Belgrade: Serbian Academy of History, 
1928). See an English translation of chapter 36 by Paul Stephenson: https://web.archive.org/web/20110514005239/ 
http://homepage.mac.com/paulstephenson/trans/lpd2.html; Ingham, Norman W, ‘The Martyrdom of Saint John 
Vladimir of Dioclea’, International Journal of Slavic linguistics and Poetics 35–36 (1987):199–201; Stephenson, Paul, 
Byzantium’s Balkan Frontier: A Political Study of the Northern Balkans 900–1204, 118–120.

24Ingham, ‘The Martyrdom of Saint John Vladimir of Dioclea’, 201.
25Paul Stephenson (trans.) Chronicle of the Priest from Duklja (Ljetopis’ Popa Dukljanina) chapter 36. [https://web.archive. 

org/web/20110514005239/http:/homepage.mac.com/paulstephenson/trans/lpd2.html; Retrived 10/10/2019]
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a wooden cross, which was the gift with which his brother-in-law had tricked him. The 
cross was said to be kept at a church near the mountain Rumija. Besides the mention of 
a church devoted to Mary and the region of Krajina, the chronicle also mentions the city 
of Ulcinj.

On the eve of Ottoman supremacy over the Balkans at the turn of the sixteenth 
century, Vladimir’s body was moved to Elbasan, with some of his relics reaching the 
monasteries on Mount Athos, as his cult began to spread amongst the Greeks, Bulgarians, 
Albanians and Serbians, which dismantled the connection between the cult and his 
immediate locality.26 Vladimir’s cult seemed to have played a prominent role in Duklja 
state, for example, in the twelfth century under the Voijeslav dynasty, which claimed him 
as their forefather. This ceased with the dynasty and the takeover of Duklja by the 
emerging Serbian dynasty of Nemanja, from the rival region of Raska in the thirteenth 
century.27 The Nemanja rulers created the Serbian Orthodox Church with an offshoot in 
the form of the Orthodox bishopric of Zeta (later the Metropolitan of Montenegro and 
the Littoral). This Orthodox bishopric jostled with the Catholic bishops in the region of 
Bar, Suacium, Dioklia and Skodra, becoming rivals following the schism of East and 
West, and thus slowly alienating the Orthodox and Catholics within the region. However, 
there is substantial evidence for a continual intermingling of the two traditions until the 
Ottoman takeover, and perhaps even beyond – shown by existence of Orthodox-Catholic 
shrines in local parish churches.28

The reconstruction of the post-ottoman cult

Following the end of Ottoman control in the nineteenth century, the reconstruction of 
the Orthodox community in Montenegro and Serbia and the cult of Vladimir began to 
re-emerge. In the Serbian Orthodox index of saints (the Synaxarium), Vladimir began to 
be included as he had already been in the Greek, Albanian and Bulgarian indices, 
beginning with the publication of his life in Latin by Mauro Orbini in 1601.29 In the 
Lives of the Serbian Saints (1890), which is an English translation of the original Serbian 
Synaxarium, he is portrayed as a Serbian saint ruling all of Serbia, which in this context 
refers to all lands with southern-speaking Slavs belonging to the Orthodox Church. The 
portrayal only partially follows that of the chronicle of Duklja and the original place- 
names have vanished. It attests that he had become an all-encompassing Serbian saint by 

26Malmenvall, 2021, p. 61–79. The oldest surviving Greek akolouthia (vita and prayers) dates from 1690 and was printed 
in Venice and written by an archbishop of Ohrid who resided in the monastery of St Jovan Vladimir, near Elbasan. This 
version seems to have been used for new akolouthias and Synaxaria in Greek and Bulgarian in succeeding centuries. In 
the Greek text from 1690, Vladmir is cast as being related to the Serbian lords of the house of Nemanja, which could be 
the reason for the promoting of him as a national saint in Serbia in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. See 
Rembici, ‘Church Services (Akolouthia) in Honour of St. John Vladimir in the Albanian-speaking west Balkans in the 
context of the spread and consolidation of his veneration’, in The 1000th Anniversary of Saint Jovan Vladimir. 
Podgorica: Crnogorska Akademija Nauka I Umjetnosti, 2017, p. 77–87.

27Živković, Tibor, Gesta regum Sclavorum (Belgrade: Institute of History, 2009), 362–365
28Saggau, Emil Hilton. ‘The Return of Duklja: The Montenegrin Orthodox Church’s Recasting of History’ in Rimestad, 

Sebastian and Makrides, Vasilios N. Makrides, eds., Current Developments within Orthodox Christianity – Dynamics 
between Tradition, Innovation, and Realpolitik. Franfurtt am Main: Peter Lang, 2020, p. 234–257

29See Filipović, Stefan Trajković, ‘O, Vladimire, kralju dukljanski, tvrda glavo, srce ponosito!- Isaija Berlin 
i devetnaestovekovne interpretacije Života Svetog Vladimira od Zete’ (translation: ‘Oh, Vladimir, King of Duklja, hard 
head, heart proud! – Isaiah Berlin and nineteenth-century interpretations of St. Vladimir of Zeta’s Life), 
Етноантрополошки проблеми (eng. enthnoantropological problems), н. с. год. 9.3 (2014), 733, for an extensive survey 
of sources.
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the end of the nineteenth century, detached from southern Montenegro.30 Alongside the 
revitalisation of Vladimir’s cult in the nineteenth century, the narrative about Vladimir 
generated the interest of a series of Serbian authors and dramatists in the newly formed 
Serbian state. From 1829, with the publication of Lazar Lazarevic’s Vladimir and Kosara: 
A Drama in 3 Acts, the narrative became further popularised, and disseminated in 
a romantic and nationalistic Serbian form. Vladimir’s death and his love story with 
Kosara became a popular theme in Serbian culture.31

In 1925, the influential Serbian Metropolitan – later saint Nikolaj Velimirovich – took 
the popular theme back into an ecclesiastical setting with the publication of a Reading 
about the Holy King John Vladimir (serb. Читанка о Светоме краљу Јовану 
Владимиру), which was a Serbian version of the Greek Akolouthia including hagiogra-
phy (vitae), poems and prayers. This publication established Jovan Vladimir as an 
indisputable Serbian saint, and Bishop Nikolaj even writes that Vladimir is one of the 
two most important Serbian martyrs (the other being St. Lazar, who died at Kosovo Polje 
in 1389).32 In the publication from 1925 there are two important notes on the local 
customs of the Vladimir cult, found in two a small texts describing the rituals pertaining 
to it. In the first, the author notes that Vladimir’s feast is celebrated on his death-day, 
when people from around the area gather at a ruined church with candles and nearby 
a city called Vladimir, which was his court. The text mentions a few names north of lake 
Ohrid in North Macedonia, close to the historical court of the Bulgarian emperor, which 
might have been the place where Vladimir was killed. The second text notes that the clans 
around Mountain Rumija (in present-day Montenegro) all revered St. Vladimir in a small 
church on Rumija, and that he and his shrine were even respected by the Muslims.

The text also notes that the inhabitants of Krajinian (Serbian: Крајињани) and 
the clan of Mrkojević (Serbian: Мркојевићи) fought for control of St. Vladimir’s 
cross, which came to an end when both clans converted to Islam at the turn of the 
nineteenth century. An Orthodox family, the Androvic, kept the cross thereafter 
in a village outside the city of Bar.33 The cross itself is mentioned several times in 
the Akolouthia of 1925. There are several versions of the genealogy of the cross, 
the dominant version that Vladimir was given the wooden cross as a token for 
safe passage prior to his murder; it was only later gilded with gold. In 
a publication from the Serbian Orthodox Church34 in 2016, a historical study 
argues that the Androvic family had kept the cross from the nineteenth century, 
leading an annual procession to the peak of Rumija each year until it was stopped 

30J Janic, Vojislav & Hankey, C. P, Lives of the Serbian Saints; Malmenvall, 2021.
31Filipović, ‘O Vladimire, kralju dukljanski, tvrda glavo, srce ponosito! – Isaija Berlin i devetnaestovekovne interpretacije 

Života Svetog Vladimira od Zete’, describes the process in detail and the development of the popular and romantic 
version of Vladimir in Serbian drama from the nineteenth century.

32Velimirovic, Nikolaj. Читанка о Светоме краљу Јовану Владимиру (eng. Reading about the Holy King Jovan Vladimir) 
[https://www.rastko.rs/istorija/sv_jovan_vladimir_c.html#stihira, retrieved 10/10/2019] in which he writes, ‘These the 
two holy rulers of the martyrs: King Vladimir and Prince Lazar’ (Serbian: То су два света владара мученика: краљ 
Владимир и кнез Лазар) in his text “Justice of the Holy King Vladimir “ (Serbian: Свето писмо и Краљ Владимир).

33E. Јастребов, ‘Крст краља Владимира’ (English: The Cross of King Vladimir) in Velimirovic, Nikolaj, Читанка о Светоме 
краљу Јовану Владимиру (English: Reading about the Holy King Jovan Vladimir). [https://www.rastko.rs/istorija/sv_ 
jovan_vladimir_c.html#stihira] and Е. N., ‘Народна казивања о Краљу Владимиру’ (English: Folk Tales of King Vladimir), 
in Velimirovic, Nikolaj, Читанка о Светоме краљу Јовану Владимиру (eng. Reading about the Holy King Jovan 
Vladimir). [https://www.rastko.rs/istorija/sv_jovan_vladimir_c.html#stihira, retrieved 10/10/2019]

34Jovan Plamenac ‘Rumija Procession’ in The Saint Jovan Cathedral in Bar (Serbian: Саборни храм Светог Јована 
Владимира у Бару).
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in the 1960–70s. Around the end of the 1930s and prior to the beginning of 
Second World War, publications about the cult and St. Jovan Vladimir seem to 
decline, and following the Communist takeover of Yugoslavia in 1945, the cult 
and rituals dwindled.

The revival of the cult after communism

At the beginning of the 1990s, the Serbian Orthodox metropolitanate of Montenegro and 
the Littoral began its rehabilitation physically, religiously, and politically. The metropo-
litanate had been suppressed for decades by the local authorities, and had been stripped 
of land. This changed dramatically with a change in the local leadership of the republic of 
Montenegro after Milošević’s so-called anti-bureaucratic revolution in 1989.35 The ritual 
devoted to St. Vladimir had been discouraged by the Communist authorities in 
Montenegro in the 1970s and 1980s alongside any other public display of religion. The 
sites connected to the cult had slowly fallen into ruin and the city of Bar was lacking any 
significant Orthodox shrine despite its considerable size. The metropolitanate began 
a modest reconstruction of the cult in the 1990s, the details of which are described in 
a book about St. Jovan Cathedral in Bar, published by the metropolitanate in 2016. The 
revival of the cult centred around two sites: Bar and the top of Rumija. According to the 
metropolitanate, the first step towards building a large cathedral in Bar was taken in 1991 
followed by the revival of the ritual on Pentecost in 1993 in which a religious procession 
would head to the summit of Rumija.36

Analysis: the recreation of the shrines

The revival of the Pentecost procession devoted to St. Vladimir in 1993 was the first 
visible sign in the revival process. The recreation of the shrines and the infrastructure of 
memory in the region thereafter adopted forms in new rituals, publications, buildings 
and artefacts as well as other material forms of religion. In the following section, we 
examine the four main sites, their context and development (both physically and ritually) 
from 1990 until the present.

Vladimir’s historical kingdom of Duklja seems to have been centred in the southern 
region of today’s Montenegro. Today this region consists of four municipalities, which 
feature the four key sites for study (Figure 1). The municipality furthest to right is centred 
on the city of Skhödre in today’s Albania, inhabited mainly by Catholic or Muslim 
Albanians. The municipality furthest to the north and along Lake Skadar is called 
Krajina (border) in Serbian or Kraja (shore) in Albanian, which is also mostly inhabited 
by Muslim Albanians. The municipality furthest to the south is centred on the city of Ulcinj 
and the final municipality to the left is centred around the port city of Bar – both being 
multi-ethnic (Albanians, Croats, Serbs and Montenegrins) and multi-religious (Catholic, 
Orthodox and Muslim). Most historians argue that Vladimir’s capital was the city of Bar, 
which has several historical churches dating back to the Byzantine period. This was also the 

35Morrison, Kenneth, Montenegro – A modern history; Bieber, Florian, ‘Montenegrin politics since the disintegration of 
Yugoslavia’, in Montenegro in Transition, 11–42.

36The Saint Jovan Cathedral in Bar (Serb: Саборни храм Светог Јована Владимира у Бару).
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later capital of the Duklja realm from the eleventh to the thirteenth centuries. However, the 
chronicle does not only explicitly mention the region of Krajina and the city of Ulcinj, 
which might suggest that it was here that he resided; Ulcinj was also later home to the dukes 
of the provinces. According to the chronicle, St. Vladimir is buried in the Church devoted 
to the Virgin Mary in Krajina, which must have been the church and monastery of Prečista 
Krajinska marked as number 3. The cross and church devoted to him was said to be 
situated near Rumija, and could have been the church (already mentioned) at the summit 
of the mountain (Location 1 on Figure 1). Location 2 is Bar, the presumed capital. The 
fourth key site (4) is the city of Suacium (todays Šas), which seems to be closely related to 
Vladimir and his cult. It has been suggested that this city was the former fortress of Oblik, 
which was later called Vladimir Hill or the small village of Oblik nearby. The nearby village 
is called Vladimir, which suggests that this city could have been his capital, because it lies on 
the verge of the Krajina region; according to the chronicle is where his throne was 
established. The city of Suacium was the home of a bishop and became a city filled with 
365 churches according to later sources from the seventeenthcentury.37 Today the city is 
called ‘kish’ in Albanian, literally meaning ‘churches’. These four sites seem to have been 
the key locations in Vladimir’s realm and the centre for his early cult in this region. 
Additional sites also exist, although they are of less interest as they are located further 
away in North Macedonia (Ohrid), Albania (Elbasan) or Northern Greece (Prespa)

1: The Church of the Holy Trinity, Rumija
The original Trinity Church at Rumija had been destroyed or fallen into ruins. It was 

located at the summit of the mountain, which is the destination of the pilgrim-ritual 
devoted to St. Vladimir at Pentecost. The contemporary church is constructed in tin and 
is the modest building constructed in 2005, with the help of the military helicopters. This 

Figure 1. The major sites and regions in Southern Montenegro.

37See Bizzi, Marino, Relatione della visita fatta da me, Marino Bizzi, Arcivescovo d’Antivari, nelle parti della Turchia, Antivari, 
Albania et Servia alla santità di nostro Signore papa Paolo V (English “Report of a Visit to Parts of Turkey, Bar, Albania and 
Serbia”). Translated by Robert Elsie, Early Albania – a Reader of Historical Texts 11th – 17th Centuries, Wiesbaden, 2003, 
p. 77–129
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followed the Montenegrin referendum on independence from Serbia in 2006. This is why 
it has been seen by many in Montenegro as a symbol of the ongoing debate about 
whether the Montenegrins were a separate ethnicity, or simply a branch of the Serbian 
nation.38

The pilgrim-ritual connect to the site dates in its revived form from 1990s and begins 
in a village below the mountain. In this village, a liturgy is held around midnight in 
a church recently constructed, after which the community climbs the mountain led by 
the Androvic family carrying the cross. At sunset a liturgy will be held in the small metal 
church at the summit.39 According to local customs, the original ritual would have also 
included the carrying of stones to the summit, and a local folk poem foretold that 1 day 
the church would rise from these stones. In the original ritual, members of the clan of 
Mrkojević, and the inhabitants of Krajinska, would also participate even though they had 
converted to Islam. Amongst the local Albanian Muslim population, the ritual, the site, 
and St. Vladimir, are all revered as an Illyrian-Albanian cult, and it is stressed that local 
poems and costumes were instituted by the local Albanians of the Krajinska region (in 
which the Prečista Krajinska monastery is situated) which for centuries was where 
Vladimir’s body was kept.40 When the new Trinity Church was erected, the strongest 
condemnation came from the parliamentary representatives from the Albanian ethnic 
parties. The church has been, on a few occasions, vandalised with slogans claiming that 
the ground as Albanian.41

The Montenegrin government also reacted strongly to the erection of the church. The 
government has claimed that there was no building-permit granted for the church to be 
built, and it should therefore be dismantled. Whilst the building remains standing, it did 
prompt the local Serbian Metropolitan Radovic Amfilohije (1938–2020) to announce in 
his 2010 Christmas greeting, that ‘Whoever tears down that temple, may God strike him 
and his progeny down, and may the Holy Cross pass judgment on him’. He also warned 
that ‘if it comes to the destruction of the church, it may lead to the destruction of some 
mosques, and even to bloodshed on religious grounds’.42 The government, remarkably, 
accused the metropolitan of ‘hate speech’, and he was convicted in 2011 by the High 
Court. The metropolitan refused to go to jail and has not been compelled to do so.43

The church’s erection also prompted a response from the Montenegrin nationalist 
organisations, intellectuals and the unrecognised Montenegrin Orthodox Church. 
The former minister and well-known author Novak Kilbarda wrote extensively 
about it.44 The local unrecognised Orthodox church, seeking to challenge the 
Serbian Orthodox Church in Montenegro, has been extremely critical of the church 

38Pavicevic, D. & S. Djuriovic, ‘Relations between Montenegro and Serbia from 1991 to 2006: An analysis of media 
discourse’.

39Plamenac, Jovan, ‘Rumija Procession’ (serb. Румија Процессион) in The Saint Jovan Cathedral in Bar (Serb: Саборни 
храм Светог Јована Владимира у Бару).

40Interviews 2013, October, with local Albanians (anonymous).
41Pavicevic, D. and Djuriovic, S., ‘Relations between Montenegro and Serbia from 1991 to 2006: An analysis of media 

discourse’.
42Balkan Insight, ‘Little church causes big trouble in Montenegro’, 21 February 2011. [https://balkaninsight.com/2011/02/ 

21/little-church-causes-big-trouble-in-montenegro/: retrieved, 07/10/2019]
43Balkan Insight, ‘Serbian bishop on trial for hate speech’, 23 June 2011. [https://balkaninsight.com/2011/06/23/serbian- 

bishop-on-trial-for-hate-speech/: retrieved 07/10/2019]
44Kilbarda, Novak, Amfilohije i kosovski mit.
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building.45 This church also claims Jovan Vladimir as its patron saint, and for three 
decades has tried to seize control of the holy sites, such as Rumija, related to him.46

2: The Cathedral in Bar
Bar is a central port-city in Montenegro that was expanded heavily during the 

Communist period as one of the main commercial ports of southern Yugoslavia. The 
city’s rapid urbanisation led to a mixture of ethnic and religious groups being drawn to 
the city from across the area. During the Ottoman period, the city was already 
a commercial hub inhabited mainly by Muslims, but with the rise of the Montenegrin 
Kingdom at the end of the nineteenth century, and its violent takeover of the city in 1878, 
many Muslims emigrated.47 The city has one church ruin from the Byzantine period.

During the 2000s, the Muslim, Catholic and Orthodox communities began significant 
building projects in the city. The Roman Catholic Archdiocese of Bar, which covers much 
of present-day Montenegro, has built a new cathedral, which was inaugurated in 2017; 
the Muslims inaugurated a large Islamic complex in the vicinity; and roughly during the 
same period, the Serbian Orthodox Church built St. Jovan Vladimir Cathedral. The 
project began in 1991, when a local clergyman gave a speech stressing the need for 
a new church in Bar and that he was willing to go on hunger-strike for the cause. He was 
on strike for 3 days and was supported by the local community. Soon after the hunger 
strike ended, a wooden cross was erected in central Bar, at which the priest every Sunday 
would lead a prayer. The wooden cross was later replaced with a concrete cross and 
blessed by the metropolitan. In 2009, at the site of the cross, the foundation was laid for 
the Cathedral and it was blessed. The Cathedral was opened in 2016 and minor con-
struction-works and paintings were still being completed in 2019. The Cathedral’s wings 
are decorated with scenes from the life of St. Jovan Vladimir; the cross on the top of the 
church is a large replica of the St. Jovan Cross. The church has four towers and major 
dome, all gilded, making the church visible from a distance. Close to the cathedral, 
a replica of the metal church at Rumija is displayed. The Cathedral was inaugurated in 
2016 on the 1000th anniversary of Vladimir’s death-day with a large festival to which 
many high-ranking members of the Eastern Orthodox churches came.48

Since then, there has been an impressive liturgy and procession to the Cathedral on the 
anniversary of his death every year. During the celebration of the liturgy, the St. Jovan 
Cross is displayed, and his icon is placed centrally within the cathedral. The procession 
occurs on the same evening on which clergy march with banners of crosses and icons 
through the streets of Bar. Behind the clergy, members of the community follow in 
traditional folk costumes. Close by, icons and other religious merchandise are sold to 
pilgrims. The Bar Cathedral is the centrepiece of the Serbian Orthodox revival of the cult 
of St. Jovan Vladimir. It represents the place where most effort has been put financially, 
religiously and symbolically into reviving the memory of him.

3: The Prečista Krajinska

45Saggau, Emil Hilton, ‘The self-proclaimed Montenegrin Orthodox Church: A paper tiger or a resurgent church?’ in 
Blagojevic, M. and Matic, Z., eds., Religion in Contemporary Society, 31–54.

46Saggau, ‘The Return of Duklja: The Montenegrin Orthodox Church’s Recasting of History’.
47Pačariz, Sabina, The Migrations of Bosniaks to Turkey from 1945 to 1974: The Case of Sandžak, 59.
48Ristić, Predrag. ‘Brief historical review of the construction of the Cathedral of Saint Jovan Vladimir (1991–2016)’ (Serbian: 

Кратак историјски преглед изградње Саборни храм Светог Јована Владимира (1991–2016)) in The Saint Jovan 
Cathedral in Bar. See also the Cathedral’s website http://www.hrambar.com/o/gradnja/svjedocanstva-o-pocecima- 
gradnje/ [accessed 12 May 2021]
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The region of Krajina is today mainly inhabited by Albanian Muslims populating 
villages along the coast of the Lake Skadar or Skhröder in Albanian. The region consists 
of small valleys along the slopes of a mountain-line bordering to the north, south and 
west. Arriving from Bar, one needs to cross some smaller peaks near to the coast, follow 
a single road which leads inland to the Lakes marshland and into the valley of Zeta with 
the Montenegrin capital. Along the coast, a few isolated islands are located with ancient 
Orthodox monasteries often referred to as the Montenegrin Holy Land. For centuries, 
many of these places had been abandoned, and it is only within the last thirty years that 
the Serbian metropolitanate has begun repopulating these sites with religious and 
restoring the buildings.49

In the south of this region, on the slopes of Rumija, is the ruined church and 
monastery of the Prečista Krajinska (Theotokos Monastery). This place is traditionally 
regarded as the site where Korsara buried Vladimir and became a nun (according to 
Chronicle of the Priest from Duklja). It is the only major site in Krajina. The monastery is 
situated just outside an Albanian village, next to the main regional route and alongside 
two other Albanian villages, both of which have small mosques and burial grounds 
nearby. There is only a tower that remains intact, and it is today reinforced with concrete 
and iron. On a clear day, it is possible to see the summit of Rumija and the Trinity 
Church. From time to time the metropolitanate holds liturgies at the site commemorat-
ing St. Jovan Vladimir.50

4: The city of Šas
The city of Šas (sometimes Svach or Sash, or in Latin, Suacium) is located on a lake in 

the lush areas close to the river connecting Lake Skadar and the Dalmatian sea. The site is 
evidently commercially and strategically important, as it could be used to control trade 
routes from the sea to the inland communities. The ruins are just outside an Albanian 
Muslim village called Vladimir and the main road between Bar and Skhröder in Albania. 
The site is a 1.2-ha piece of land, dominated by a castle and church-ruin on a hill-side and 
a range of other ruins, surrounded by livestock.

There has only been one major excavation of the site in 1985, which established that 
the city was probably founded during the Emperor Justinian’s reign (527–65). The city 
was enlarged in the eleventh and twelfth centuries during the rise of the kingdom of 
Duklja and Vladimir’s reign. The excavation and the historical sources indicate that there 
have been three different sieges of the castle. The first one in 1183 by the rising Serbian 
kingdom, followed by a ‘Mongol’51 sacking in 1242, it was thereafter rebuilt by a Serbian 
queen. The area came under Catholic Venetian control after the fall of the Serbian 

49Forbess, ‘Montenegro versus Crna Gora: The rival hagiographic genealogies of the new Montenegrin polity’.
50Zagarčanin, Mladen, ‘Christianity in Bar – the city of Saint Jovan Vladimir – from the beginning up until the end of the 

Middle Ages (sacral monuments)’ (Serbian: Хришћанство у Бару- Град Светог Јована Владимира – од почетка до 
краја средњег века (сакрални споменици), in The Saint Jovan Cathedral in Bar, 41–42.

51The Mongolian army that burned down Suacium was a part of the Mongolian forces that had invaded Poland and 
Hungary in 1240–42. Batu Khan and Kadan led an army in 1242 into the Serbian realm and the second Bulgarian Empire 
in 1242, which reached as far as the Dalmatian coast and the city of Suacium, which seems to have not been protected 
by outer walls unlike Ulcinj or Dubrovnik (Raguasa). The city therefore easy fell to the invading army. This is at least the 
fate of the city according to the chronicle written by Thomae Archidiaconi, Historia Salonitanorum Atque Spalatinorum 
Pontificum – see Thomas of Split, History of the Bishops of Salona and Split, 301. It is, however, likely that the army that 
burned down Suacium was not a Mongol force, but a Cuman army – of which there was at least two of in south-eastern 
Europe in the 1240s, both of whom were rampaging through the Balkans. See Sophoulis, Panos. “The Mongol Invasion 
of Croatia and Serbia in 1242”, Fragmenta Hellenoslavica, Vol. 2 (2015): 251–278, who raises doubts about Thomas of 
Split’s description of the route of the Mongolian force.
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kingdom in the fourteenth century and was eventually destroyed in 1571 by the advan-
cing Ottoman army. Despite supposedly having had 365 cities, this seems unlikely given 
the city’s relatively small size. The city was an ancient Roman commercial town (city- 
state) with a Catholic bishop from c.1000–1500. The name became a titular see in the 
Roman Catholic Church in 1933.

The site may well have been Jovan Vladimir’s capital, since it is the only major city 
from his reign that is close enough to the Prečista Krajinska (which is said in the 
Chronicle to be next to his seat of power). The excavation also attests that during his 
reign the city was enlarged and the nearby village, Vladimir, might be a direct reference to 
him, given that it is an Albanian Muslim village. The suggestion that the city had 365 
churches, however, is congruent with a narrative of Vladimir’s piety.

In recent years, the Serbian metropolitan held a liturgy in Šas on 8 June in honour of 
Vladimir. The local Muslim Albanians tried to prevent him from accessing the site in 
2018, but a local police force separated the two groups and the metropolitan proceeded 
with the liturgy. Afterwards in a press release from the Serbian Orthodox Church, the 
metropolitan argued that the cult was not Serbian, and that liturgies were held in Greece 
and Albania in honour of the saint on the same day. The metropolitan is quoted as saying 
that nationality plays no role.52

Discussion: forging and forgetting

At the beginning of the 1990s, all four sites had decayed and were left untouched or 
in ruin. The rituals and cult associated with them had dwindled, and the memory of 
Jovan Vladimir was almost non-existent in the region. Almost simultaneously in the 
early 1990s, two of the locations and a ritual binding of them together was forged by 
clergy from the metropolitanate, while the other two sites were left almost 
untouched.

Why this was the case is worth consideration. The demography and geography of 
the area certainly seems influential; the sites left untouched are in mainly Muslim- 
Albanian dominated areas in the countryside. In contrast, Bar is a diverse urban 
settlement and both the peak of Rumija and the site of the Bar Cathedral are clearly 
visible, both topographically and symbolically. In the municipality of Bar there is 
a Serbian Orthodox community as well as a rival Montenegrin and Roman Catholic 
bodies. While Bar is a vital city for the inner-Orthodox conflict and a city with 
significant political and symbolic power – Prečista Krajinska and Šas are homo-
genously Muslim communities that, until the conversion of the local Albanians to 
Islam, had been dominated by the Catholic Church.

Historically, Bar has also played a more significant role and the Montenegrin 
conquest of the city in 1878 was seen as a turning point for the liberation of the 
Slavs under Ottoman supremacy. In contrast, the Prečista Krajinska and Šas are 
ancient sites that fell into ruin long before the creation of the new Slavic nation 
states and their subsequent occupation of the area, which the bishop of Bar Mario 

52Serbian Orthodox Church, ‘A Group of Albanians tried to stop Metropolitan Amfilohije to officiate Liturgy at Svach near 
Ulcinj’, Press Release, 9 July 2018. http://www.spc.rs/eng/group_albanians_tried_stop_metropolitan_amfilohije_offici 
ate_liturgy_svach_near_ulcinj see also Janković, Srđan, ‘Čemu sukobi oko ostataka hramova u Crnoj Gori?’ Radio, 2018. 
Retrieved 10.11.2019.
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Bizzi notes in his report to the pope from 1610.53 The Prečista Krajinska and Šas are 
perhaps more closely related to the historical realm and cult of Jovan Vladimir, but 
their role, by contrast with Bar, has long since fallen in desuetude; Bar was 
a continual home for the Jovan Vladimir cult in the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries, both in the rituals of Pentecost and in the protection offered 
to the Jovan Vladimir cross in the Androvic family prior to the Second World War.

McQuaid’s identification of factors for the creation of a collective memory seems 
applicable here.54 Bar is a place of national significance, where the Montenegrin kingdom 
prevailed in 1878. Just outside of the city in the valley of Tudjmile, the Slavic kingdom of 
Duklja won its independence in a battle against a superior Byzantine army in eleventh-
century, which the government has commemorated by in form of a new obelisk.

This is not true of the Albanian countryside in which the ‘aggression’ of the Orthodox 
Slavs in the has been more evident. There is no great victory to remember, but only the 
disintegration of the Ottoman state, the invading Slavic armies and the Second World 
War. In such a setting the Serbian Orthodox remembrance of Jovan Vladimir becomes 
a threat and challenge in an Albanian dominated area.

The political transition of the region in the last thirty years is a contested one. In this 
transition, the metropolitanate has continually sought to re-establish itself as a rival, not 
only with other religious communities, but the government of Montenegro as well. Bar, 
as a politically important town, is therefore one of many sites in which the metropoli-
tanate felt a need to establish itself – firstly with the wooden and concrete cross and later 
with the cathedral and tin-church, as well as public rituals, processions, historical 
evocations, icons and other physical markers. As such, it is evidently part of a broader 
national and political struggle between the metropolitanate and the government. The cult 
is robustly Serbian Orthodox, ensuring that the collective memory of Jovan Vladimir is 
coloured by the Serbian influence. Montenegrin nationalists and the Montenegrin 
Orthodox Church have tried to counter this, but so far with very little symbolic, material 
or liturgical success, and the rural locations under the control of Albanian dominated 
parties offer few opportunities. The site’s political role has been less obvious for both the 
Albanians, and the metropolitanate in contrast to Bar. Therefore, the interest in the two 
rural sites remains non-existent.

Paul Connerton argues that the forgetting of sites, personae and events often arises 
from a political need to establish a new order in which particular memories no longer 
serve a role. Originally, all four sites in this analysis had been ‘repressively erased’, to use 
Connerton’s words, by either the Catholic Venetians, the Orthodox Serbian medieval 
kingdom, or the Ottoman Turks – none of which sustained an interested in the cult of 
St. Jovan Vladimir.55 It was only with the revival of Serbian Orthodoxy and the Romantic 
appreciation of the story that his memory has once more played a significant role in the 
region. The cult is an ancient one, preceding the Serbian Medieval state and seemed, in 
the eyes of the clerics and poets, a memory of the first Serbs. The story of Jovan was also 
ideal for the renewal of Orthodoxy in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, because it 
contained the image of a pious ruler, a Christian love-story, and Slavic resistance to 

53Bizzi. Elsi, Robert (trans), 2003, p. 77–129
54McQuaid. ‘Notes on Studying Public Policies of Memory: The Parades Commission in Northern Ireland and the 

Institutionalization of Memory Practices’, 133–134.
55Connerton, Seven Types of Forgetting.
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external threats. Nationally speaking, it also provided political claims on Montenegro (as 
well as Macedonia) that suited the interests of the both the Montenegrin and Serbian 
nation state in the nineteenth century.

After the fall of Communism, the Serbian Orthodox Church has embarked on the 
recreation of hundreds of new forms of memorialisation, in order to establish a stronger 
Orthodox infrastructure or ‘strategy of memory’, in order to influence the political, 
cultural and religious instincts of the individual in former Yugoslavia and, in particular, 
in the southern region of Montenegro. These new collective Serbian memories, as Jovan 
Byford clearly identifies, aim to become an ‘ideological root’ for the Serbs.56 In 
Montenegro, however, the establishment of such a strategy is contested by rival religious 
and ethnic communities – as well as a state that has its own memories and narratives 
which it wishes to promote. In the case of the cult of St. Jovan Vladmir, the metropo-
litanate cannot by itself determine the structures, but needs constantly to co-operate and 
challenge other protagonists in order to secure its presence, Šas being a prime example; 
the infrastructure of memory is constantly being moulded by such negotiation.

Key factors for the infrastructure of memory

The reconstruction of religious sites of memories is not a unique phenomenon in 
Montenegro or south-eastern Europe, but seems to be a growing trend in Eastern 
Europe, as John Eade an Mario Katić, noted in their anthology Pilgrimage, Politics and 
Place-Making in Eastern Europe from 2016.57 This reconstruction seems to be closely 
associated with the renewal of the so-called traditional religious institutions, which is 
mainly the Eastern Orthodox Churches, but includes also the Muslims in Bosnia, and the 
Catholics in Croatia and Poland. In particular, this phenomenon seen in capitals, such as 
the recent and major construction of the Orthodox Cathedrals in Belgrade and 
Bucharest.58

The situation in Southern Montenegro differs from these large-scale prestige buildings 
in capitals or highly symbolic places in rural areas, such as Jasna Gora in Poland.59 These 
building projects are often not contested in the same manner as a multi-ethnic or trans- 
national site. These sites are much already turned into national shrines. The situation in 
Southern Montenegro is rather a memorial negotiation, which is structured by 
a combination of different factors, why the similarities is more clear to the Levant or 
Northern Ireland, as Glenn Bowman and McQuaid discuss.60

The crucial factors in Montenegro is in many ways first and foremost the geographical 
landscape – topography and demography – which are essential for the place-making of 
religious sites and sites of remembrances seem to appear in highly visible, or highly 
symbolic, places. The demographical base for local support is also essential, not least in 

56Byford, Denial and Repression of Antisemitism, 3–4
57Eade & Katić, 2016
58Aleksov, Bojan. ‘Nationalism in Construction: The Memorial Church of St. Sava on Vračar Hill in Belgrade’. Balkanologie, 

2003, p. 47–72. The St. Sava cathedral is recently finished in 2020.
59Niedźwiedź, Anna. ‘Competing sacred places: making and remaking of national shrines in contemporary Poland’. in 

John Eade & Mario Katić (ed.), Pilgrimage, Politics and Place-Making in Eastern Europe Crossing the Borders. London: 
Routledge, 2016 p. 79–90.

60Bowman, Glenn. ‘Mapping History’s Redemption: Eschatology and Topography in the Itinerarium Burdigalense’. In Lee 
I. Levine (ed.). Jerusalem: Its Sanctity and Centrality to Judaism, Christianity and Islam. New York & Jerusalem: Continuum 
Press and Magness Press. 1998. pp. 163–187; McQuaid, 2016.
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countries such as Montenegro, where ethnic and religious identification strongly inform 
specific cultural and political affiliations.

The history of the sites, as we have discussed, is also essential. However, despite all 
these factors, the creation of sites of remembrance on such a large scale is dependent on 
the political and religious zeitgeist; there needs to be a window-of-opportunity or 
a political transition in which new narratives, and thus memories, are sought – an 
opportunity that the Serbian Orthodox Church has seized. This does not mean that the 
place-making would not have occurred had the Orthodox Church not enjoyed this 
period of revitalisation; there are plenty of examples of religious cults re-emerging even 
during the Communist period, such as Medjugorje in Bosnia-Herzegovina in the 1980s.61 

It is not impossible that Orthodox pilgrims and clergy could have turned Bar and Rumija 
into sites of remembrance during the Communist period, but it would no doubt not have 
been able to construct the same large-scale edifices as exist today.

By contrast, the relative importance of the forgotten sites of Jovan Vladimir are low in 
political and economical terms; they are of interest neither for the Orthodox or the 
Catholics (who are not locally resident) and nor do they offer, unlike Bar, any substance 
to the newly formed national religious memories or narratives of the Albanians, 
Montenegrins, Serbs and Croats of the region.

Perhaps even more crucially, the Albanian memory and narrative about Jovan 
Vladimir is closely related to the monastery at Elbasan to which his remains were 
translated in the late medieval period. For that reason, despite Jovan Vladimir’s role in 
Albanian Orthodox or Catholic imagery, the neglected sites remain in the periphery of 
the Albanian collective memory. The conflict between the Serbian Orthodox, and the 
local Albanian memory of the neglected sites, is not currently at a high level, unlike the 
current debate about the controversial church at Rumija, but it still retains the potential 
for a larger conflict that may yet, should the opportunity present itself, result in the sites 
being rebuilt, restored or better preserved and the last remains of the early Jovan 
Vladimir cult being delivered from extinction.
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